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News Crazy Nation

How many employees at news media companies will be laid off,
furloughed or have their pay reduced by the time the current COVID-19
crisis ends? That’s something I’ve been wondering about of late. A New
York Times article by Marc Tracy published April 13th put the total at
28,000, dating back to the start of the coronavirus. And that is, of course,
after so many layoffs last year at companies like Gannett, Vice Media
and CNN.
There are other side effects to journalists, of course — most especially
COVID-19’s personal impact. Another is the possibility of reduced
financial resources for legal battles related to accessing valuable information via the Freedom of
Information Act.
Without minimizing any of those consequences, I do see some positives. One involves the
sheer vitality of journalism — shown by news people who are quoted throughout this magazine.
While I was reporting on the winners of the Association of Health Care Journalists awards,
competition committee co-chairman Tony Leys told me how impressed he was by the huge
increase in entries and the outstanding caliber of the stories that were submitted. The jury
found it tough to pick out the ultimate winners.
Also giving me hope: live news is absolutely critical to lots of advertisers. Many media
companies need live newscasts to remain financially viable moving forward.
The public’s interest in traditional media has risen as well. A recent study by Havas
Media, “Media Meaningful Media & COVID-19,” conducted in late March and early April,
shows that younger audiences are turning to radio, newspapers and magazines with much
greater frequency as they try to understand how their worlds are morphing. Almost 70% of
respondents in the Havas study said that local news was either very trustworthy or somewhat
trustworthy, versus 37% for President Trump.
The key to the future state of journalism may lie in figuring out how to sustain the hunger
and curiosity after the pandemic is over. It’s passion that will save us, I think — the passion
that is part of the DNA of any reporter worth their salt — and the desire of people to actually
hear and see the truth.

— Janet Stilson, Editor
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SPECIAL REPORT:
COVERING COVID-19

THE STORY THAT
SHOOK THE WORLD

T

here are millions of stories about how COVID-19 has
impacted individuals, all over the world. In the following
special report, NewsPro has collected the perspectives of one
very essential group within that overall universe: news people.
The personal stories related in the following articles include
Tara Haelle’s experience dealing with angry Twitter responses to
her Forbes reports. Then there’s the frustrations of The Boston
Globe’s Felice Freyer related to the lack of honest information from
government officials. (Read the first two articles in this package
for more on them.) Separately, Dan Shelley discusses the tough

emotions that journalists are grappling with as they report on the
devastation.
In his column, Ivan Oransky writes about the need to prepare for
future viruses that could cause similar crises. And Mike Cavender
zeros in on President Trump’s attacks on the press and his eroding
credibility. Last, but far from least, NBC News’ Beijing-based
correspondent Janis Mackey Frayer relates a very personal story.
Our hope is that this special report will illuminate the many
nuances of what journalists are facing. Further out in time, may it
serve as a reminder of what took place in the dark days of 2020.

It’s Personal Now
Coronavirus Health-Related Angles Hit Close to Home.
By Janet Stilson

A

my Maxmen went on high alert at the end of February
when she read a Twitter posting written by Trevor Bedford,
a computational biologist at the Fred Hutchinson Cancer
Research Center in Seattle. Bedford reported that the novel
coronavirus had been spreading in Seattle for six weeks and
hundreds of people might have been infected.
“That was on a Saturday. I phoned my editors and said, ‘I need to
go to Seattle now,” said Maxmen, a reporter at Nature.
Before long, Maxmen was traveling to Washington state.
“That’s where I broke the story about how labs there had been
wanting to test for the coronavirus over the past month and hadn’t
been able to, and they finally could,” said Maxmen, referencing
the U.S. Food and Drug Administration’s regulations that didn’t
allow academic labs to test
for COVID-19. Finally, the
University of Washington’s
virology department lab was
able to do so.
Those early days of virus
coverage have mushroomed
into an ongoing story that’s
shook the world. Seasoned
science
journalists
like
Maxmen have relied on a lot
of the skillsets and knowledge
acquired over years at the
same time they have dealt
with unique and very tough
challenges on both personal
and professional levels.
Helen Branswell, a senior
AMY MAXMEN
writer at Stat who is focused
on infectious diseases and
public health, notes that with outbreaks like Zika in Brazil and
Ebola in Africa, it was possible to write at a distance and feel
compassion. “In this case, it’s all around us. It’s changing our
world. It will fundamentally change the way the world functions,”
she said.

Not only does COVID-19 hit news people where they live—
impacting themselves or their loved ones directly in many cases—but
“the speed of it, and the fact that we don’t know a lot about the virus,
makes it really, really challenging for journalists,” said Bara Vaida, a
journalist who’s written for news outlets that range from MSNBC to
Kaiser Health News.
As a topic leader on
infectious diseases for the
Association of Health
Care Journalists (AHCJ),
Vaida has fielded plenty of
questions from journalists
on the coronavirus beat.
Some have sought Vaida’s
advice on how to find the
right experts. Needless
to say, the most qualified
sources are extremely busy
and in demand.
Others are concerned
with issues related to
striking the right balance HELEN BRANSWELL
in their stories. “We get the
continued on page 6

“[The virus is] all around us.
It’s changing our world. It will
fundamentally change the
way the world functions.”
-Helen Branswell, Stat
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continued from page 5
criticism that journalists are
scaring people,” Vaida says.
In the early days, it was
hard to deliver tough news
without causing the public
to stampede supermarkets
for essential items, for
example.

CONCERNS &
COMPLAINTS
Good journalists know
how to ramp up their
knowledge of new topics
at a pretty quick pace; it’s
BARA VAIDA
part of their nature. But
general assignment reporters suddenly thrust onto the coronavirus
beat have faced tougher challenges, and their stories sometimes
raise issues.
“One of the things that concerns me is the reporting on potential
treatments and vaccines,” said Tara Haelle, in speaking of stories
generated by journalists who haven’t previously reported on health
and science matters. “Health journalists who are more seasoned have
experience in presenting potential [treatments] with more nuance
and context and less breathlessness.”
Haelle, a freelance journalist who writes about COVID-19 for
Forbes, noted that even reporters who specialize in medical issues
usually have to use added caution when covering potential new
treatments because it’s very easy to inadvertently hype something.
Some of Haelle’s stories about the coronavirus have triggered
much stronger pushback than what she’s experienced in the past.
She was attacked on Twitter when she reported on a trial related
to hydroxychloroquine, which is used to treat malaria and has been
touted by President Trump. Haelle was accused of wanting to kill
people by suggesting that this “amazing wonder drug” wasn’t going
to work and shouldn’t be produced. “I was simply saying that we don’t
have evidence,” Haelle
said.
“Usually the pushback
comes from isolated
groups, like the antivaccine activists or a
specific disease-oriented
group. Whereas with
this, because everybody
is focused on it, you get
a much broader range
of people pushing back
on some stories,” Haelle
said.
That was especially
striking when Haelle wrote
about the mask debate. TARA HAELLE
6 | June 2020 | NewsPro

“Wow. A lot of passion,” she said with a laugh.
Regardless, Haelle says that journalists covering the virus don’t
have to explain as many technical terms to the general public as they
usually do, because people have become more educated as the crisis
has developed.

POINTERS FROM THE PROS
Journalists and medical experts have some pointers for those on the
frontlines of covering the COVID-19 crisis from the standpoint of
health care. “Try to keep the politics out of it as much as possible,”
advised Stat’s Branswell. “This virus doesn’t care how people vote. It
doesn’t give a damn.”
Tara Kirk Sell, a senior scholar at Johns Hopkins University’s
Center for Health Security and an assistant professor at Johns
Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health, noted that people in
individual communities are facing information voids that journalists

“Because everybody is focused
on [COVID-19], you get a
much broader range of people
pushing back on some stories.”
– Tara Halle, freelance journalist
need to fill.
“It’s hard to know what’s actually happening in their local
community, and what they should be worried about and whom
they should trust,” Kirk Sell said during an AHCJ webinar in
March. “Journalists have a big role to play in that.”
The danger is that the public will try to find answers to their
questions by using Twitter and Facebook as their go-to sources,
which can lead to misinformation.
Reporting on the number of COVID-19 cases that have surfaced
in a particular city or area can be misleading, because not everyone
is being tested, said Amesh Adalja, a medical doctor who is a senior
scholar at Johns Hopkins University’s Center for Health Security.
During the same AHCJ webinar, Adalja suggested some
questions that journalists should ask when seeking out info from
hospitals: “What percentage of their ICU [intensive care unit]
beds are filled with coronavirus patients? How much personal
protection equipment do they have, and how many weeks can they
handle? Look at ED [emergency department] crowding and ED
wait times. Look at hospital occupancy rates. All of that will help
you find out how prepared they are,” Adalja said.
“What we’re really worried about is ICU beds and mechanical
ventilators. Knowing those numbers in your community and
the demand for them right now, for non-COVID patients plus
COVID patients, is the best way to look at it,” Adalja added.

It might not be easy to get that information. However, Adjala
provides some advice. Hospital personnel send out emails with those
kinds of statistics every day. Ask nurses, he suggested. See if someone
will forward one of those messages.
There’s another thing to consider: “Be very cautious about
suggestions concerning where this is going and how quickly it might

resolve. There are many outbreaks. They are not happening at the
same time,” Branswell said.
“There’s nothing magical about getting past the peak,” Branswell
added. “If people see that as the timeline for when they can resume
normal life, and if they stop distancing, then there’s going to be
another peak coming a few weeks down the road.”

A Bounty of Resources
Among the most important sources of
information are the Center for Disease Control
and Prevention’s website; rolling updates from
the World Health Organization on its site; the
COVID-19 dashboard developed by the Center
for Systems Science and Engineering at John
Hopkins University; and the Associated Press Style
Guide’s coronavirus topical guide.
Also of note:
• The Association of Health Care Journalists has
posted a bounty of information on its site, including
a list of experts, tip sheets and special webcasts.
The AHCJ is also offering an introductory six-month
membership for non-health journalists.
• The International Center for Journalists and its
International Journalists’ Network have instituted
the Global Health Crisis Reporting Forum, made
available as a Facebook group. It is connecting
reporters, fact-checkers and experts from all over
the world.
• Johns Hopkins University’s Center for Health
Security is providing online fact sheets on
COVID-19, along with situation reports and the
center’s own analysis.
• The Committee to Protect Journalists has
posted a safety advisory on its site. The tips
include information about how to avoid infection;
how to maintain psychological well-being; how
to make sure equipment stays uncontaminated;
and how reporters can protect themselves against
online attacks.
• The Dart Center for Journalism and Trauma has
posted tip sheets for both news managers and
journalists covering pandemics.
• And on the money front: The Lenfest Institute
working with the Facebook Journalism Project
(FJP), Local Media Association, News Media
Canada and The Independent News Challenge
have given 400 North American local news
organizations FJP Community Network grants to
support their coronavirus reporting. And National
Geographic Society has also launched a fund for
journalists providing local coverage of the pandemic.

At the Patient-Centered
Research Outcomes
Institute, our funded research
studies are generating
evidence that helps patients
and those who care for
them make better-informed
healthcare decisions. And, with
a new executive director on
board, new research priorities
ahead, and many new projects
underway, that trend is set to
continue for years to come.
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The Political Quagmire
Reporters covering the coronavirus are plagued by public
figures who stymy the flow of information
By Brooks Boliek

8 | June 2020 | NewsPro

“Last year I got my dream job as deputy travel editor, but I am
absolutely a health care editor now,” Goodridge said. She was shifted
to a new job managing The Times’ coronavirus-related service
journalism.
Before the coronavirus, “we had a whole section called smarter
living that kind of answered all those nagging questions like how to
organize your closet,” Goodridge said. “Now, we are really relying
on our newsroom with these experts from health, from business,
from Washington, to see what kind of news is happening and what
kind of information we can pull from those news stories to help people
make sound decisions.”
Like other journalists,
Goodridge is attempting
to explain the world as it
is now. But that has become
a lot more challenging as
President Donald Trump
centralizes the dissemination
of information.
“It seems the CDC
has been silenced by the
White House,” said Felice
Freyer, health care reporter
for The Boston Globe,
speaking of the Centers
for Disease Control.
President Trump and
others who are part of his
administration have conducted briefings, they are often short
on facts, just plain wrong or contradictory in their directions,
making it more difficult for journalists to get the factual information
to Americans.
“It’s very different to have this scrum of reporters throw questions
at the president, and have him tell them that’s a nasty question, than
it is getting [to] Nancy Messonnier and asking her directly what we
should tell our readers about the progress of this epidemic,” Freyer
said. Messonnier is director of the CDC’s National Center for
Immunization and Respiratory Diseases.
The problem goes deeper than the daily briefing. As is widely
known, President Trump openly despises most media outlets, and
his administration’s anti-science stance causes problems with truthPHOTO BY SHEALAH CRAIGHEAD

W

hen Julie Rovner started covering health care in the 1980s,
it was one of the policy areas where specialist journalists
plied their trade. “It was a sleepy backwater,” recalled
Rovner, chief Washington correspondent for Kaiser Health News,
and author of the book Health Care Policy and Politics A to Z.
That didn’t mean big things weren’t happening, but national health
care policy followed the time-honored tradition of incrementalism
that then dominated American policymaking.
“Little by little the federal government was expanding its reach
within the health system, so there was more to oversee, but they
did their work quietly,” Rovner explained.
It’s not as if decisions
weren’t
being
made.
Political debates about a
change in the Medicare
rules could make or cost
companies’ millions and
have a profound effect
on people’s welfare, but it
wasn’t
front-and-center
in peoples’ lives. That
changed for Americans, and
journalists, when President
Bill Clinton ran on a
platform heavy on health
care reform.
While Clinton’s plan
failed, the drive toward
universal health care was now one of the nation’s biggest political
battles. President Barack Obama’s election, and passage of the
Affordable Care Act, coupled with conservative inflexibility toward
universal health care are now a wedge issue driving Americans to
pick sides in our political divide—and driving newsrooms to cover
health care more extensively.
Then came the novel coronavirus tsunami. As a result of that
catastrophe, many more journalists veered into covering health care,
and the political issues related to COVID-19. Among those affected
was Elisabeth Goodridge. She was happily beavering away as The
New York Times deputy travel editor, when she got the call. Her
March 3 story about destinations in the Caribbean was the last travel
story she would write for a while.

seeking journalists.
“This administration is premised
on getting people to distrust science
and government,” Rovner said.
“We find ourselves in a moment
when we need to trust both. That’s
terrifying, but that’s literally their
strategy, to make people not believe
what is in front of them.”
Freyer, who is also vice president
of the Association of Health Care
Journalists, explained: “The public
wants to hear from the experts.
JULIE ROVNER
They want to [hear from] the
people who really know what’s
going on and can be trusted to tell them what actions they need
to take.”
At the same time, journalists need to get critical information from
state and local authorities who sometimes pose challenges of their
own.
“There’s a lack of understanding that part of public health is public
communications,” Freyer said. “It’s really important because you’re
going to need to take action, and you need to establish a relationship
with [the public] and show them you’re someone they can trust to
tell the truth.”

“This administration is premised on
getting people to distrust science and
government. We ﬁnd ourselves in a
moment when we need to trust both.”
– Julie Rovner, Kaiser Health News

The pandemic-triggered economic
downturn has made the challenges
tougher. An advertising revenue
decline has prompted some media
companies to cut back on staff. That
makes it even more difficult for those
still on the job as they try to cover the
impact of the virus and its aftermath.
“It is affecting everybody at so many
different levels,”The Times’ Goodridge
explained. “Everyone really is a health
care reporter right now because of the
scope of the crises.”

FELICE FREYER
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The Enemy That Couldn’t
Be Tweeted Away
As President Trump continues to jab at the press,
he is eroding his credibility and trust
By Mike Cavender
“The Fake News Media and their partner, the Democrat Party, is
doing everything within its semi-considerable power (it used to be
greater) to inflame the CoronaVirus situation, far beyond what the
facts would warrant.” – President Trump on Twitter as global cases
of the virus surpassed 100,000 and the U.S. death toll continued
to rise.
“The New York Times is an embarrassment to
journalism … Fake News is the Enemy of the people!”
– Trump Tweeting after the Times published a
story on the chaos in the White House during the
initial days of the emergency.
“I always treated the Chinese Virus very seriously
and have done a very good job from the beginning…
The Fake News new narrative is disgraceful and false!”
– A Trump Tweet in mid-March, as the availability
of testing for COVID-19 was still lagging.

T

he coronavirus/COVID-19 pandemic is
not the first public health crisis we’ve faced
in the past 20 years. It is, however, the first MIKE CAVENDER
under a president who publicly loathes one of the
very institutions he desperately needs during times
like these.
Looking back at the SARS epidemic faced by George W. Bush
and the H1-N1 and Ebola panics that occurred under Barack
Obama, there was certainly a fair amount of media criticism for
some of the decisions they made. But both presidents weathered it
because they enjoyed some things that Trump does not: credibility
and trust. Those factors were key to helping them ultimately lead
the country through those emergencies.
Except for his base of support, which amounts to a minority of
the American public, Trump runs a deficit in those traits. Rather
than blame the news media and the opposing political party,
perhaps he should perform a little self-examination.
His hyperbole, lack of honesty and downright public ugliness
10 | June 2020 | NewsPro

toward everyone and everything he perceives as threatening have
all contributed to creating an environment in which Americans
are left to feel rudderless and without leadership. Trump is also
woefully short on compassion, which is necessary to calm the
panic of a frightened nation.
When he visited the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention headquarters early in the crisis, he wore his red Keep
America Great campaign cap and boasted about
his knowledge of science and medicine. He called
the governor of Washington—the state with the
highest death toll at the time—a “snake.”
Then, he addressed the plight of 3,500
passengers and crew members stranded aboard
a cruise ship in San Francisco Bay due to the
coronavirus. Vice President Mike Pence, Trump’s
Covid-19 task force leader, had just announced a
plan to get them off the ship. But the president
saw it in a different light.
“I would rather [they stay aboard] because I
like the numbers being where they are. I don’t
need to have the [number of cases] double
because of one ship that wasn’t our fault,” Trump
said.
The numbers. They are what this president
seems most concerned about: numbers of coronavirus cases,
stock market ups and downs and his political polls. These are
the numbers that get Trump’s attention and often impact his
decisions.
Besides the damage Trump himself did during the early days of this
crisis, there have been major systemic issues that severely hampered
the U.S. response for weeks. The biggest problem was the major delay
in testing. At press time, the tests were still not widely available. There
were the distressing reports the U.S. decided to forego accepting a
World Health Organization test for the virus in favor of developing
one here. Time was lost. Next, our production couldn’t keep up with
the demand. More time was lost.
As the U.S. cases grew exponentially, our ability to provide life-

saving medical equipment and protective gear for medical professionals
was woefully inadequate, especially for the hardest hit states like New
York and California.
Among the added complications: the president had earlier shuttered
the Directorate for Global Health Security and Biodefense. It was set
up by President Obama after the Ebola outbreak in 2014. Trump said
he could “get those people back on short notice” when they were needed.
Nevertheless, experts believe even more valuable time and expertise
was lost.
Despite all of this, Trump still publicly
maintained all was going very well. “We have a
perfectly coordinated and fine-tuned plan at the
White House for our attack on CoronaVirus…
The Fake News Media is doing everything
possible to make us look bad. Sad!” he wrote
on Twitter as he arrived at his Mar-a-Lago

“Perhaps the next
best advice comes
from Trump’s likely
Democratic opponent
in November, former
Vice President Joe
Biden: “He should
just be quiet and let
the experts do the
talking.”
estate for a weekend, which included a birthday
party for his son’s girlfriend and some campaign
fundraising.
Several weeks later—as the virus raged, and
the U.S. dead numbered in the hundreds—the
president was quick to tell reporters, “I knew
this was a pandemic before people said it was
a pandemic.”
Gaining the trust of the American people
will continue to be elusive to this president
so long as he continues to politicize his
communications about this crisis. Honesty
and transparency are vital to calming fears
and helping people navigate through what
may well become their new reality. Without it,
people are left to imagine the worst. For many
Americans, that’s become a reality.
Given his past performance, it seems unlikely

the president will change his behavior. So, perhaps the next best advice
comes from Trump’s likely Democratic opponent in November, former
Vice President Joe Biden: “He should just be quiet and let the experts
do the talking.”
Mike Cavender is executive director emeritus of the Radio Television
Digital News Association and a 42-year broadcast news veteran. His views
are his own. He can be reached at mikec@rtdna.org
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GUEST COLUMN

The Next Pandemic
COVID-19 will be followed by other outbreaks. It’s already
time for journalists to prepare
By Ivan Oransky

A

s I write this—from my home office, of course—the vast
majority of Americans are under stay-at-home orders; more
than 90,000 people in the U.S. have died of COVID-19,
and it’s unclear when life will return to “normal,” or what passes for
normal. The coronavirus, and its impact, will be a story for a good
long while—not just for reporters who specialize in
health and medicine, but for everyone.
As journalists sift through the evidence, factcheck claims and chronicle the country’s mourning
and recovery, it behooves us all to remember that
like presidential elections, disease outbreaks and
pandemics will happen again.
Unlike elections, the timing can’t be predicted,
but just as daily coverage of politics and policy
should lay the groundwork for the next primary
season, regular reporting on preparations for
infectious disease outbreaks will help journalists be
ready for the next time.
It’s that kind of approach that the Association
of Health Care Journalists (AHCJ) has always
taken toward training for reporters, producers IVAN ORANSKY
and editors. As the president of the organization’s
board of directors, I’m keenly aware of how our work has shifted and
refocused during the COVID-19 pandemic. The crisis forced us to
cancel our annual conference, and we have created a special resource
page on our site (at https://healthjournalism.org/covid-19), updated
at least daily with new tips, data and more.
We offer a weekly webinar to assist reporters in finding new
12 | June 2020 | NewsPro

angles into covering the pandemic. (And if you’re not a member
and find yourself on the coronavirus beat, we’re offering a six-month
membership that will give you access to all of our resources.)
But just as prevention and preparation are always more effective
than scrambling to react to a pandemic, ongoing learning is a better
bet than learning on the fly, as necessary as that
is. Bara Vaida, our core topic leader on infectious
diseases, has been posting on the subject for two
and a half years and will continue to long after the
current pandemic passes. That includes tip sheets,
“how I did it” interviews and more.
The same goes for all of our other topic leaders,
whose subjects range from covering aging to
reading medical studies—knowledge that has
proven critical during the pandemic.
Of course, pandemics are not the only healthrelated stories that reporters will have to cover
in the coming months and years. There’s health
care policy, developments in medical science and
consumer health. On any given day, our members
ask each other for background information, sources
and tips about all of these subjects and more on a
busy listserv. Despite how intensely we all compete, we’re all here to
help each other.
AHCJ also advocates for better access to information from public
health officials, an issue that has come up repeatedly during the
pandemic. Without timely and transparent disclosures, reporters
can’t do their jobs, and the public is left in the dark. Our Right To
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Know Committee fights that fight
every day.
One of the tips I always give my
students at New York University,
where I have taught medical
reporting for 18 years, is to keep a
biostatistician in their back pocket.
I went to medical school and have
been a full-time medical journalist
for more than two decades, but I
always learn from my conversations
with epidemiologists and statistics
gurus, even if I’m just asking them
to eyeball a study to help me think
about what questions to ask.
“Armchair epidemiologists” may
be very smart, but I’ll take someone
with expertise and training any day.
It’s that kind of career-long JOURNALISTS COVERING VIRUS OUTBREAKS NOW AND IN THE FUTURE CAN BENEFIT FROM HAVING A
learning that will make it more likely BIOSTATICIAN IN THEIR CONTACT BASE TO CALL UPON IN MOMENTS OF NEED.
we’re ready, as journalists, for the
next pandemic. I hope that in addition to keeping a biostatistician in
Ivan Oransky, M.D., is president of the Association of Health Care
your back pocket, you’ll consider keeping an AHCJ membership card
Journalists, vice president of editorial at Medscape, distinguished writer
there, too. I look forward to seeing what we can all learn from each
in residence at New York University and co-founder of Retraction Watch.
other in the coming years.
He can be reached at ivan@retractionwatch.com.

Social Work
Experts
are Ready
Visit 1,000 experts in the News
Section of socialworkers.org
to connect with some of the
leading experts in health care
and mental health.
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SPECIAL REPORT:
COVERING COVID-19

An Occasional Breakdown
Journalists grapple with tough emotions and conditions in
their role as essential workers
By Dan Shelley

MARLISA GOLDSMITH

O

n April 7, Marlisa Goldsmith did what she does on so
many other evenings. She anchored the news on
TEGNA-owned KTHV-TV in Little Rock, Ark. But
this time, things were different.
As Goldsmith was reporting the latest statistics from the state
health department on COVID- 19, her voice started to break when
she got to the number of deaths.
She wasn’t on camera, but the sudden change in vocal tone,
followed by a pause while she tried to compose herself, made it
blatantly obvious that she was having “a moment,” as she would
later describe on a social media video.
“There are some things that are just so hard,” she said. “But I
know that God would never give us anything more than we can
bear, and I stand on that. But that doesn’t mean that I’m not a
human and I won’t have an occasional breakdown.”
Based on the online comments her video received, many viewers
– and at least one competitor – not only cut her some slack for her
on-air breakdown but expressed support.
“If I could I’d hug you,” one person wrote. “Stay strong[.] We are
all in this with you,” wrote another. And then, this: “We’re with you,
Marlisa! We feel your pain!! From a member of another TV station.”
Around the world, and across the United States, anchors,
reporters, photographers, engineers and other support staff have
been on the front lines covering COVID-19. Virtually all of
America’s governors who issued emergency declarations have
14 | June 2020 | NewsPro

designated journalists as “essential workers,” recognizing their vital
role in communicating vital information about the pandemic.
Fulfilling that vital role has not come without some very high
costs. Like other essential workers, some journalists have become
infected and some, sadly, have died.
Countless among those who have not become infected worry
about getting sick. But they also worry about their families’ health.
And, many of those who work in print, radio and some digital news
outlets—segments of the industry that were already struggling before
COVID-19 marred the economy—have lost their jobs through
layoffs and furloughs.

“I know that God would never
give us anything more than
we can bear, and I stand on
that. But that doesn’t mean
that I’m not a human.”
– Marlisa Goldsmith, KTHV-TV
Little Rock, Ark.

Television has fared better, although a small number of
companies that produce local newscasts around the country have
also announced cost-containment measures, some of which have
impacted journalists.
Those in local TV who haven’t faced such dire realities are
concerned that they will at some point, as the crisis goes on.
Exclusive research conducted in late March by the Radio
Television Digital News Association and Syracuse University’s

“This is tough. The city is
empty, and businesses are
suffering, but the sound of
that music is so comforting.”
– Jessica Clark, WLTV-TV
Jacksonville, Fla.

Newhouse School of Public Communications showed that fully
three-quarters of the news directors surveyed—representing all
market sizes in every part of the country—were worried about the
loss of advertising revenue from the COVID-19 crisis. A significant
number predicted their companies would eventually resort to
permanent layoffs.
The good news, though, is the virus has compelled journalists,
particularly of the local television variety, to innovate the way they
cover the news.
The most notable and, perhaps, widespread of those innovations has
been the vast increase in the number of journalists working from home
and conducting interviews through online videoconferencing software.
This is also true of most cable and broadcast networks.
At the local level, for example, journalists have commandeered
broomsticks to help build boom—or extended—microphones, so they
can be safely socially distanced from those they’re interviewing. Many
more of those still working in the field now appear on the air wearing
masks and gloves to protect themselves, and others, from infection.
A lot of news organizations have also taken to spreading messages
of hope and inspiration. Promos themed with “we’re all in this
together” messages have joined health department-sanctioned public
service announcements in filling the ad real estate that not so long
ago was consumed by messages from paying customers.
Some journalists have also sought out moments on the air at which
their hard-bitten, worn-shoe leather forefathers and foremothers
may very well have scoffed.
Reporter Jessica Clark of WLTV-TV’s “First Coast News” in
Jacksonville, Fla., another TEGNA station, did so in a Facebook
Live video she shot while on assignment. She heard the ringing
bells at a college near her stand-up location and it provoked a purely
human emotional reaction.

“This is tough,” Clark said. “The city
is empty, and businesses are suffering,
but the sound of that music is so
comforting.”
The fact is, we—journalists and
the other members of the public we
serve—are all in this together.
Every evening at seven o’clock in
New York City, where I live, and in
several other communities around
the world, people otherwise sheltered
in place spontaneously emerge from DAN SHELLEY
their homes and cheer. They cheer
for health care workers, first responders, grocery and food delivery
workers and others who brave the pandemic so they don’t have to.
I like to think that at least a portion of those cheers are also for
the thousands of journalists who are literally risking their health, and
even their lives, to serve the public.
Dan Shelley is executive director and chief operating oﬃcer of the Radio
Television Digital News Association and the Radio Television Digital
News Foundation. He can be reached at dans@rtdna.org.

Get the Full Story
On Personal
Healthcare
CHPA is your one-stop source for
evidence-based information on
over-the-counter (OTC) medicines,
dietary supplements, and
consumer medical devices –
the full spectrum of personal
healthcare products.
For more info contact:
202-429-9260
info@chpa.org
chpa.org
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Covering Climate Change
In the Age of Coronavirus
Both climate change and the pandemic involve the need
to look ahead and respond to anticipated catastrophes
By Joseph A. Davis

C

an news media continue to cover important environmental
stories like climate change while the COVID-19 pandemic is
dominating the news cycle? The answer from an all-star panel
in an April 2 webinar sponsored by the Society of Environmental
Journalists (SEJ): not easily, at least for the moment.
The webinar, moderated by Guardian environment reporter
Emily Holden, included four panelists: Earth Day founder
and Bullitt Foundation CEO Denis Hayes, Texas Tech climate
scientist Katharine Hayhoe, Council on Foreign Relations senior
fellow Alice Hill and Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists editor-inchief John Mecklin.
Most panelists agreed that the current news cycle is dominated
by what Mecklin called “all COVID all the time.” That has meant
a dramatic lessening of coverage of climate change, in particular,
despite there being plenty of climate news to cover.
Tellingly, the night before the webinar it was announced that
a key United Nations’ climate summit, its COP26 meeting in
Glasgow, had been postponed until 2021 because of the pandemic.
ALICE HILL
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SHARING SIMILARITIES

DENIS HAYES
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While the virus is beating out climate change in the headlines for
now by virtue of its perceived immediacy, most panelists seemed to
concur that the climate story would eventually return as a focus of
news coverage.
Several emphasized the ways in which the pandemic was itself an
environmental story.
They also pointed out the similarities between the pandemic and
climate change. Both involve the need to look ahead and respond (or
fail to respond) to anticipated catastrophes with solutions.
And both topics entail large-scale confusion caused by complex
subjects worsened by misinformation and division.
“Climate change is one of the most politically polarized issues
in the U.S.,” Hayhoe said. “We are seeing a similar response to the
pandemic as well. We are seeing a breakdown along the political
spectrum in terms of how we assess risk and how seriously we take
this.”
But Hayhoe pointed out that across the political, economic and

With both climate and the pandemic “we
are spending trillions in response—and
pennies in preparation”
— Alice Hill, Council on Foreign Relations

geographic divides, “when it all comes down to it, what matters is
this: the health and the safety of ourselves, our families, our friends,
our loved ones, our community. That’s what really matters. That is
what is threatened by the pandemic. And that is exactly why we
care about climate change, too.”
The problem in both cases was "psychological distance," Hayhoe
said. "It wasn't something we thought we had to worry about until
it was almost too late."

UNHEEDED WARNINGS
Publications like the Bulletin have been writing about pandemics
for decades, noted Mecklin. And the publication’s Doomsday
Clock has served as a metric and message for warnings about the
existential threats to humanity—including both climate change
and pandemics.
“The government’s been warned,” said Mecklin. But the international
infrastructure for dealing with global threats has been decaying, he
added, and nationalism has made it worse.
Hill agreed that with both threats there has been no lack of warnings.
The problem, she argued, was “some kind of failure of imagination.”
That, for instance, has left our public health system “very weakened.”
With both climate and the pandemic, Hill suggested, “We
are spending trillions in response—and pennies in preparation.”
The federal government since 1964 had spent over $3 trillion on
disasters, she added; much of it, others have noted, is arguably
related to climate change.
Media coverage plays a role in how people end up thinking about
global threats, Hayes argued.
“At least within the American culture,” Hayes said, “there is a
need, seemingly, for a personality that people will be able to identify
and to trust and to understand, who speaks clearly, doesn’t seem
to have a personal agenda … and also to have some solutions.
It’s a role that [director of the National Institute of Allergy and
Infectious Diseases] Tony Fauci has emerged to play just brilliantly
with regard to COVID-19.
“With climate, it didn’t go that way,” he said. Among the earliest
personalities to emerge, he noted, was former Vice President Al
Gore, who was “clearly a partisan” and whose movies “focused on
disaster, not about solutions.”
And the solutions to climate, Hayes added, would be harder than

JOHN MECKLIN

just coming up with a vaccine.
Mecklin said he felt one key to better climate coverage is “do
clearer journalism about what the actual, visible, happening-now
effects of climate are. Sometimes it’s lost to the general public that
climate change isn’t something in the future. It’s in a really, really
significant way happening now, and you can see it here.”
Hayes said, playfully, that it might help if Hayhoe were head of
the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration and held a
televised press conference every afternoon.
Joseph A. Davis is a freelance writer/editor in Washington, D.C. who has
been writing about the environment since 1976. He writes SEJournal
Online’s TipSheet, Reporter’s Toolbox and Issue Backgrounder, as well
as compiling SEJ’s weekday news headlines service EJToday. Davis also
directs SEJ’s Freedom of Information Project and writes the WatchDog
column and WatchDog Alert.
This article is reprinted with permission from the weekly news
magazine SEJournal Online, Vol. 5, No. 14. Content from
each new issue of SEJournal Online is available to the public at
the link https://www.sej.org/publications/sejournal/overview. A link
for subscriptions is also available on that page.
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The Fight Against AB5
A new California regulation sharply curbing freelancers’
income opportunities may be a trend in the making
By Debra Kaufman

CALEB TROTTER

F

reelance writer Dayva Segal used to derive a significant portion
of her income from Scripted, a digital platform for content
creation, ghostwriting and blog writing. “Scripted is a great
marketplace,” she says. “It was really easy to use, and I could make up
to several thousand dollars a month through it.”
That all ended last December when she got a letter from the
company. “It said they were no longer able to work with Californiabased writers,” Segal recounted. “The other platforms I wrote for sent
a similar letter.”
Segal tried to turn to transcription. “I started browsing different
marketplaces online,” she said. “But they all say they’re not hiring
California writers.”
Elizabeth Wilson was also stymied by the new law. About twoand-a-half years ago, she left a full-time job as a science writer to
care for a child with disabilities “For the last year, I’d been working
to build up freelance clients that wanted short, quick-turnaround
pieces,” she said. “This one client had the potential to be my main
source of income. I’d hoped to do 150 or more stories a year. But after
AB5, I’m limited to 35.”
At issue is a new legislation in California, Assembly Bill 5 (AB5),
which was passed by the state legislature and signed into law by the
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governor in September 2019 and went into effect on Jan. 1, 2020. It
changed the status of the state’s freelance writers, forcing companies
to reclassify those who report on more than 35 stories a year as
employees.
At around the same time California was pushing AB5 into law,
New Jersey and New York also began contemplating similar laws.
The organization Fight for Freelancers successfully lobbied New
Jersey legislators to withdraw its Senate bill 4204 and Assembly. Bill
5936. In New York, Assembly bill 8721, its version of the AB5 law, is
still in committee. Federal legislation has been proposed, as well as
in Washington state and Illinois.
To understand why any state would make things so tough for
freelancers, consider the roots of the perceived problem. The original
intent of California’s AB5 was to target ride-sharing companies,
such as Lyft and Uber.
However it swept up all kinds of freelance workers—from
accountants and grant writers to graphic designers and travel agents.
Journalists and writers were limited to 35 submissions per year per
publisher and forbidden to take video.
The American Society of Journalists and Authors (ASJA), with the
support of the National Press Photographers Association (NPPA),
filed for a preliminary injunction on the application of the law to
“our members and all freelancers facing threats to their livelihoods.”
But U.S. District Judge Philip Gutierrez in Los Angeles denied the
exemption, saying the organizations waited too long to challenge the
restrictions; he wanted to take more time to consider their objections.
AB5, sponsored by California assemblywoman Lorena Gonzalez,

“AB5 creates a presumption
that anyone in California doing
work for hire is an employee.”
– Caleb Trotter,
Pacific Legal Foundation

was intended to codify
an earlier ruling, Dynamex
Operations West v. Superior
Court, which forced
businesses working with
“specific types of California
independent contractors”
to hire them as employees
“unless the business can
meet a strict ABC test.”
(See sidebar for more
information about that
test.)
ASJA board member
Randy Dotinga, who is a
former president of the
organization, said their
first inkling that the
RANDY DOTINGA
Dynamex ruling had an
impact on journalists was
when a trade journal publisher cut off all its California-based
writers.
“This was an early warning system that dozens of writers are
losing tens of thousands of dollars,” he said. ASJA formed a
coalition of local and national journalist organizations and went
to the legislature to try to negotiate the terms of the bill. “We
tried to come up with a good resolution,” says Dotinga. “But the
in-person meetings on behalf of our coalition with Lorena were
very tense.”
Writer JoBeth McDaniel, a founding member of the California
Freelance Writers United, which formed as the legislative arm
of the effort against the bill, emphasized the damage done
by forbidding journalists from using video. “Many healthcare
journalists record and sell videos to their media clients as part of
their contracted assignments, especially when covering medical
conferences,” she says.
“Multimedia reporting, including audio and video, has grown
exponentially in the last decade,” McDaniel added. “And now
only W2 journalists [employees who receive Internal Revenue
Service W2 forms, rather than freelancers’ 1099s], a fastshrinking population, are allowed unlimited submissions and are
not restricted in the tools they use,” McDaniel added.
McDaniel noted that the penalties for the sale of freelance
video range from $5,000 to $25,000, “at least five times higher
than state of California fines for selling meth or cocaine.”
Once AB5 passed, ASJA and NPPA sought to file a lawsuit
against it, and Pacific Legal Foundation agreed to take the case on
pro bono. At Pacific Legal Foundation, attorneys Caleb Trotter,
who represents the case with colleague Jim Manley, reported that
the Dynamex ruling was “extremely narrow in its application,”
only governing issues like minimum wage and overtime pay.
“California law exempts professionals engaged in ‘original
and creative’ work, like journalists, from wage orders,” Trotter

explained. “AB5 creates a presumption that anyone in California
doing work for hire is an employee.”
In December 2019, Pacific Legal Foundation filed the suit
against the state of California in federal court to stop AB5 “from
violating the Constitution and devastating the careers of freelance
journalists such as writers and photographers.” In March 2020,
Judge Gutierrez found against Pacific Legal.
While ASJA and NPPA consider whether or not to appeal the
ruling, the California Freelance Writers United is working with
legislators and the governor’s office to attempt a legislative fix.
Gonzalez is crafting a bill, AB1850, to do so, but the status of
that bill is not known, and Gonzalez did not respond to requests
for an interview.
Meanwhile, writers like Wilson are stymied. “It’s made an
already difficult situation much worse. Trying to drum up business
is a lot of work in itself,” she said.

Passing the ABC Test
The ABC test, which dates back decades and has
never been applied to journalists until now, provides
the only exemption for freelancers.
To qualify, a worker can only be considered an
independent contractor if he/ she is not under the
control and direction of the entity that hired the
contractor to perform work; performs a type of
work that’s outside the usual course of the hiring
entity’s business; and is usually engaged in an
independently established trade, occupation or
business that’s in line with the work performed.
Other states that use some form of the ABC test
include Alabama, Colorado, Connecticut, Hawaii,
Idaho, Illinois, Louisiana, Mississippi, New York,
Pennsylvania and Vermont.
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2019 AHCJ AWARDS FOR EXCELLENCE

The Winners Circle
AHCJ picks the best of a very high-quality lineup
of competitors who entered its 2019 contest
By Janet Stilson

T

here was a huge uptick in stories entered in the Association
of Health Care Journalists’ 2019 competition, and the quality
of reporting was very impressive. That’s the perspective of
Tony Leys, a health care reporter at the Des Moines Register and
the committee co-chair of the contest.
“The fact that we’ve had an increase in entries at a time when
the industry is struggling is really encouraging,” Leys said. “We
had a 29% increase in entries. It goes up and down by a little bit
every year, but that’s a pretty big jump.” All told, there were 454
entries spread across 12 different categories in the 2019 contest.
“We get tons of really strong entries,” Leys said. “One of the
main issues we hear from the judges is that they’re having trouble
narrowing it down to just three winners [in each category],
because there are so many good entries.”
He noted that it’s quite unusual for a freelancer to win first
place in the Beat Reporting category, as Patricia Kline did this
year for her stories focused on the military. Last time that
happened was in 2012. Leys said that he was also really encouraged
by the caliber of entries in the small categories—like the
Investigative (Small) first-place winning story by the Richmond
Times-Dispatch’s Bridget Balch, which is about medical facilities
that abused the guardianship legal process in order to remove poor
patients from hospital beds.
This is the second year that the AHCJ has had a student
category, and it’s especially significant in Leys’ view. While it’s
important to highlight the stellar work of all journalists, “it’s
almost more important to encourage young people just coming
up,” he said.
What follows are summaries of all the first-place winners. The
sidebar, on page 25, lists all of the prize winners in each category.

BEAT REPORTING
A common thread runs through the body of work that earned
freelancer Patricia Nevins Kime top honors in the Beat Reporting
category: in essence, she’s giving voice to military personnel who
have been unfairly treated.
In a New York Times Magazine article, Kime revealed how
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a number of military troops had been accused of faking their
symptoms. But a doctor at Walter Reed National Military Medical
Center proved they actually had lead poisoning. Another article,
posted by Military.com, exposed the real reasons behind the
death of Navy Aircrew Aviation Election’s Mate Striker Brandon
Caserta—which included bullying by a superior and a failure to
get into SEAL school—as a way of exploring larger suicide issues
within the military.
“This was coverage consistently as beautifully and compellingly
written as it was hard hitting in its original revelations of military
issues or new developments previously hidden from view,”
commented the AHCJ judges.
“It was additionally noteworthy because of the large number of
military personnel related to its disclosures. This was superb beat
journalism.”

TRADE PUBLICATIONS/NEWSLETTERS
Nature journalist Amy Maxmen went to the Democratic
Republic of Congo to uncover details about the Ebola outbreak
there and how it is challenging the World Health Organization
(WHO). To report her story, “The Ebola Wars,” Maxmen traveled
with WHO director Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus a year after
the outbreak emerged.
The region most impacted is riddled with dozens of armed
groups. They made it difficult for Ghebreyesus and his team, who
suffered verbal and physical assaults. Maxmen used a variety of
sources to analyze where massacres in the region have occurred
and was able to correlate them to surges in Ebola cases and
deaths.
After her story’s publication, Maxmen spoke about her findings
on two panels at New York University and George Washington
University. And the story was referred to in Tweets by top officials
at United Nations agencies as well as leading researchers in the
global health arena.
AHCJ’s judges deemed her story “a thorough, timely focus
on a deadly confluence. With strong supporting graphics and
photos, this package went above and beyond excellent.”
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A HEALTH WORKER FEATURED IN AMY MAXMEN’S ARTICLE “THE EBOLA WARS” FOR NATURE, WHICH WON FIRST PLACE IN THE TRADE PUBLICATIONS/
NEWSLETTERS CATEGORY.

INVESTIGATIVE (LARGE)
A secret Food and Drug Administration (FDA) database
containing information about millions of product malfunctions
was at the core of Christina Jewett’s series of stories for Kaiser
Health News.
The report, “Hidden Harm,” revealed that the FDA had given
medical device manufacturers special “exemptions” and obscured
records of 500,000 reports of injuries or malfunctions tied to breast
implants; 66,000 surgical stapler malfunctions; and over 50,000
deadly incidents tied to a device implanted in the heart to shock a
patient back to life.
Most people that used the FDA’s database were completely
unaware of the product failures. But following Jewett’s report—
which involved support from data reporter Sydney Lupkin and
videographer Heidi de Marco—the agency published its entire
hidden database online. It revealed 5.7 million device-related
injuries or malfunctions for the first time.
“This is investigative journalism of the highest caliber,” AHCJ’s
judges commented. “It’s terrifying that anyone in America can
undergo a surgery that could go horribly wrong and that the doctor,
patient and family would be totally in the dark.”

INVESTIGATIVE (SMALL)
A year-long investigation by Richmond Times-Dispatch’s
Bridget Balch exposed the abusive power wielded by health care
providers who misused the guardianship legal process to remove
poor patients from hospital beds.

With support from reporter John Ramsey, Balch analyzed more
than 250 court cases and interviewed almost three dozen people.
Her series of stories, “Unguarded,” showed how vulnerable patients
lost their rights in Richmond Circuit Court hearings, where they
were rarely present.
Over a six-year period, one attorney in particular, Shawn Majette,
was given power to make medical and financial decisions on behalf
of 120 patients at a time. The report found that Majette frequently
placed his wards in nursing homes that received poor ratings from
the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services.
AHCJ’s judges noted: “In more than 90% of the cases reviewed,
the same attorney was appointed to represent the best interests
of patients in the guardianship proceeding and she had a close
working relationship with the attorney representing VCU. The
series was enlightening and anger making.”

CONSUMER FEATURE (LARGE)
Back in 2017, Roxanne Khamsi learned that some doctors in Florida
were improving cancer treatment by applying Darwin’s theory of
natural selection. Thus began a two-year project of discovery that led to
her first-place-winning story, “The Darwin Treatment,” published by
Wired. It focused most specifically on the doctor Robert Gatenby and
his adaptive therapy for cancer.
Khamsi discovered that doctors were giving prostate cancer patients
a new, evolution-based treatment that allowed them to live longer than
expected and involved half the dosage of a certain drug than is generally
prescribed. The pharmaceutical usually costs about $120,000 a year.
continued on page 22
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PHIL LEVERING (LEFT) AND HIS FATHER WERE FEATURED IN CHRISTINA JEWETT’S SERIES OF STORIES, “HIDDEN HARM,” FOR KAISER HEALTH NEWS,
WHICH PICKED UP TOP HONORS IN THE INVESTIGATIVE (LARGE) CATEGORY.

continued from page 21
“Freelancer Khamsi weaves explanation of this novel approach to
cancer care with the personal story of Dr. Gatenby’s journey to his
eureka moment,” AHCJ’s judges noted. “She also highlights how the
adaptive therapy may prove to be gentler on cancer patients—and
the health care system. Solid backgrounding and interviews with
sources inform her narrative and provide readers with a smart but
approachable understanding of this potential cancer care advance.”

CONSUMER/FEATURE (SMALL)
It took 10 years for Bob Roehr to complete his story, “The World’s
First Known Person Who Naturally Beat HIV Goes Public,”
published by Leapsmag.com.
Roehr followed a woman who was diagnosed with HIV some 27
years ago and participated in research conducted across the U.S. as
a so-called HIV “elite controller.” The woman came to realize that
her body had cleared the virus naturally, without any therapeutic
interventions. She was so deeply immersed in the study of HIV that
she became a near peer in the research process and came to realize how
HIV research and society’s perspective on the disease were changing.
Roehr also relied on interviews with leading researchers and an
extensive examination of scientific information on the topic.
“It’s an exquisitely-reported labor of love,” the AHCJ judges
commented. “The reporter chronicled the story for more than a
decade, interviewing the main subject and researchers from across the
nation who worked with her. This woman’s experience sheds light on
an important area of research with wide implications.”
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HEALTH POLICY (LARGE)
Women giving birth across the U.S. are needlessly dying or
suffering terrible injuries because of substandard medical care. That’s
one of the topline findings of a USA Today series of articles, “Deadly
Deliveries,” reported by Alison Young, John Kelly and Christopher
Schnaars.
The trio uncovered hospital billing data for about 7 million
deliveries. It showed that one in eight hospitals have complication
rates that are about double the norm. It became clear that many
hospitals know how to protect mothers from injury or death, but
they just aren’t doing it.
The series also determined that less than 15% of new mothers
experiencing common but dangerous emergency conditions actually
received treatments that are known to save lives.
The USA series prompted the leading accreditation body for
hospitals to make certain childbirth safety standards mandatory in
order for hospitals to receive accreditation. Congressional hearing,
inquiries and legislative proposals were also instigated.
“The impact of the series goes beyond exposé: The paper created
an online database, making public records from 1,027 hospitals in 13
states,” AHCJ’s judges noted.”

HEALTH POLICY (SMALL)
David Cyranoski stirred up controversy in Japan when his article,
“The Potent Effects of Japan’s Stem Cell Policies,” was published
by Nature. While unscrupulous stem cell treatments can be found
in many countries, Japan had become particularly notorious in that

regard after its government created a loose regulatory framework
for regenerative medicine.
He waded through a lot of source material, written in Japanese,
and even posed as a possible client in order to uncover what the
Japanese stem cell clinics were doing. Cyranoski spoke with many
scientists and doctors behind the treatments and conducted a
key interview with a patient whose heart condition deteriorated
after a stem cell procedure. Brendan Maher provided editorial and
reporting support.
“David Cyranoski tackled a difficult reporting task in a very
difficult place to do reporting,” AHCJ judges said. “He went
undercover to get honest and frightening answers from storefront
purveyors and then pushed to get more answers from regulators,
legislators and the industry even when blocked again and again.”

PUBLIC HEALTH (LARGE)

PUBLIC HEALTH (SMALL)
Taylor Knopf wanted to find out what it would take to end the
opioid crisis in the United States. With a grant from the Solutions
Journalism Network, she traveled to France and Switzerland to find
out how others have “cracked the code.” That research led to a series
of articles in North Carolina Health News—the most read and
shared content on its site last year.
In Switzerland, overdose deaths declined 64%; HIV infections
dropped 84% and home thefts went down 98% after medical
professionals began to run drug consumption rooms. They offered a
full array of treatment options, including prescription heroin.
In France, harm reduction centers provide options like
continued on page 24
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Andrew Jacobs and Matt Richtel have written extensively about
how antibiotics and other antimicrobial drugs are losing their
ability to cure for The New York Times. While the entire “Deadly
Germs, Lost Cures” series included 11 stories, they chose to enter
only six of them in the AHCJ competition.
One article focused on the spread of a new drug-resistant
germ, Candida auris. It encompassed information from Brooklyn,
Britain, India and Pakistan. Another looked at the overuse of cheap
antibiotics in developing nations like Kenya, which is causing

germs to mutate.
Yet another article detailed an outbreak of salmonella in
Washington state, revealing that pressure from the pork industry
kept investigators from entering livestock farms that were the
source of the food poisoning.
AHCJ’s judges were clearly blown away: “Wow. What a story.
This is what health journalism is all about—reporting on an
important, murky and largely unknown story, and doing it in a
straightforward and understandable style.”
Ana Harrero, Raphael Minder, Christina Goldbaum and
Benjamin Ryan contributed reporting to some articles in the series.

ANDREW JACOBS AND MATT RICHTEL’S “DEADLY GERMS, LOST CURES” STORY SERIES FEATURED DR. JOHANNA RHODES, AN INFECTIOUS DISEASE
EXPERT AT THE IMPERIAL COLLEGE LONDON. IT WON IN THE PUBLIC HEALTH (LARGE) CATEGORY.
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2019 AHCJ AWARDS FOR EXCELLENCE

LOOSE REGENERATIVE MEDICINE REGULATIONS IN JAPAN WERE AT THE
CORE OF DAVID CYRANOKSI’S ARTICLE FOR NATURE, WHICH WON IN
THE HEALTH POLICY (SMALL) CATEGORY.

CARRIE BARRETT WAS FEATURED IN WENDI THOMAS'S "PROFITING
FROM THE POOR" SERIES FOR PROPUBLICA AND MLK 50: JUSTICE
THROUGH JOURNALISM, WHICH WON IN THE BUSINESS CATEGORY.

continued from page 23
medication-assisted treatment, counseling and life-skills classes.
“The solutions that were described in Taylor’s series turn our
assumptions upside-down,” said AHCJ’s judges. “These stories
were a delight to read, delivering one surprise after another. They
surely forced all who read them to rethink the rules of public health
and wonder how on earth such programs could ever be sold on this
side of the Atlantic.”

BUSINESS
Wendi Thomas followed several financially strapped patients of
Methodist Le Bonheur Healthcare as they tried to defend themselves
against the Tennessee hospital’s collection agency and legal team.
The series of stories, “Profiting From the Poor,” recounted the
plight of several people, including a grocery store clerk who made
$9.05 an hour and owed the hospital $33,000. Thomas determined
that Le Bonheur was the most aggressive plaintiff suing people over
unpaid debts in Shelby County, Tennessee.
The reporting involved an enormous amount of research within
court records, and Thomas was supported in her efforts by a huge
team of other journalists.
When her stories were published by ProPublica and MLK 50:
Justice Through Journalism, they sparked outrage. Less than five
weeks after publication, the hospital wiped out $11.9 million in debt
for over 5,300 patients.
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“Hopefully this story will put many a nonprofit hospital CEOs on
notice about their hospitals’ collection practices, particularly those that
hold themselves out as church-affiliated entities,” said AHCJ’s judges.

STUDENT
Columbia University student Lucas Manfield traced the circumstances
of a psychiatric patient’s death, determining that while a roommate
was charged with murder, hospital staff errors led to the killing.
The article, “Killing of Patient, Allegations of Dangerous Care
Haunt South L.A. Psychiatric Hospital,” was published in the Los
Angeles Times. It traced the story of Jacob Masters, who was killed
in the Kedren Community Health Center in South Los Angeles.
He was strangled by a roommate who was both psychotic and
suicidal. The alleged assailant had never been given a psychiatric
evaluation, and the hospital failed to monitor the room, according to
government inspectors.
Manfield pored over hundreds of pages of inspection records and
court case legal documents. He also obtained hospital contracts
through the Freedom of Information Act, which allowed him to
discover changes in the hospital’s leadership following the death.
“This story is well written and deeply reported,” said the AHCJ
judges. “The vividly detailed account also demonstrates good editing and
mentoring from the school and the newspaper, which is how it ought to
work.”

BEAT REPORTING

HEALTH POLICY (SMALL)

First: Patricia Nevins Kime, Freelance
Second: Kristina Marusic, Environmental Health News
Third: Donald G. McNeil Jr., The New York Times

First: The Potent Effects of Japan’s Stem Cell Policies; David
Cyranoski, Nature
Second: Healing Justice; Karen Bouffard, The Detroit News
Third: Sick, Broke and Left Behind; Luanne Rife, The Roanoke
Times

TRADE PUBLICATIONS/NEWSLETTERS
First: The Ebola Wars; Amy Maxmen, Nature
Second: Protein-Slaying Drugs Could Be the Next Blockbuster
Therapies; Megan Scudellari, Nature
Third: To Err Is a Leadership Failure; Harris M. Meyer and Maria
Castellucci, Modern Healthcare

INVESTIGATIVE (LARGE)
First: Hidden Harm; Christina Jewett, Kaiser Health News
Second: Tainted Pills, Broken Trust; Anna Edney, Susan Berfield,
Margaret Newkirk, Bloomberg
Third: The Opioid Files; Staff, The Washington Post

INVESTIGATIVE (SMALL)
First: Unguarded; Bridget Balch, The Richmond Times-Dispatch
Second: Guilty No Matter What; Mary Katherine Wildeman,
The Post and Courier
Third: Unaccountable; Lucille Sherman, Gatehouse Media/
Gannett/The Oklahoman

PUBLIC HEALTH (LARGE)
First: Deadly Germs, Lost Cures; Andrew Jacobs, Matt Richtel,
The New York Times
Second: Cancer Cloud; Brad Schmidt, The Oregonian/
OregonLive
Third: Viral Lies: Facebook’s Health Misinformation Problem;
Brandy Zadrozny, Aliza Nadi, NBC News

PUBLIC HEALTH (SMALL)
First: Lessons from Abroad; Taylor Knopf, North Carolina Health
News
Second: Mental Health: A Crisis in Colorado; Staff, The
(Colorado Springs, Colo.) Gazette
Third: Kentucky’s ‘Too Slow’ Response to the Nation’s Worst
Hepatitis A Outbreak; Chris Kenning and Laura Ungar, The
(Louisville, Ky.) Courier-Journal

BUSINESS

First: The Darwin Treatment; Roxanne Khamsi, Wired
Second: Room 20; Joanne Faryon, Susan White, Millie Quan, Los
Angeles Times
Third: Risking Bill of the Month Series; Staff, Kaiser Health News

First: Profiting From the Poor; Wendi C. Thomas, ProPublica/
MLK 50: Justice Through Journalism
Second: Death by 1,000 Clicks; Fred Schulte, Erika Fry, Kaiser
Health News/Fortune
Third: Biologic Drugs; John Fauber and Kevin Crowe, Milwaukee
Journal Sentinel

CONSUMER/FEATURE (SMALL)

STUDENT

First: The World’s First Known Person Who Naturally Beat HIV
Goes Public; Bob Roehr, Leapsmag.com
Second: Fighting for Personal Attendants at the State Capitol;
Edgar Walters, The Texas Tribune Multimedia Team, The Texas Tribune
Third: Her Time; Katie Engelhart, The California Sunday Magazine

First: Killing of Patient, Allegations of Dangerous Care Haunt
South L.A. Psychiatric Hospital; Lucas Manfield, Columbia
University, for Los Angeles Times
Second: 123 Have Unexpectedly Died In Nursing Homes, But
Arizona Still Gives Them Top Grades; Staff, Arizona State
University Walter Cronkite School of Journalism and Mass
Communication, for The Arizona Republic
Third: Improving The Health Of ‘Invisible’ Farmworkers Is a
Community Effort In Willcox; Sabine Galvis, Anikka Abbott,
Megan Marples, Arizona State University Walter Cronkite School
of Journalism and Mass Communication, for Cronkite News

CONSUMER/FEATURE (LARGE)

HEALTH POLICY (LARGE)
First: Deadly Deliveries; Alison Young, John Kelly, Christopher
Schnaars, USA Today
Second: No Mercy; Sarah Jane Tribble, Kaiser Health News
Third: Cost of Dying; Blake Farmer, Nashville Public Radio
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SIGN-OFF

A Very Hard 49 Days
Reporting and quarantining in China for NBC News
By Janis Mackey Frayer

A

fter 49 days apart, there was nothing I needed more than
to hold my only child, who is six years old. When I walked
toward him, he was jumping up and down. “Mommy! Hurry
up, mommy!” he called, and I started running.
We caught each other, and his little hands gripped tight. Later he
declared that I was away “a lot of days” and then suggested, “Let’s not
do that again, okay?”
My husband, a photojournalist, and I captured the reunion on
video so we can someday explain to our son how our family—like so
many others around the world—has navigated this pandemic. The
health worries and quarantines have upended life as we know it and
altered what the world may look like moving forward when it’s all
over. In our careers, we have covered conflict, peril and despair, but
never did we imagine needing to do it as
parents.
For us, it started in late January when
I travelled to Wuhan in China’s Hubei
province to report on what was then still a
“mystery” virus. Even then, our team took
precautions that felt odd at the time, like
wearing masks, using anti-bacterial wipes
on our phones and washing our hands at
any opportunity.
I kept my shoes in the shower and left
the “Do Not Disturb” light activated at
the hotel to avoid unnecessary visits from
housekeeping staff. Too little was known
about the virus to take any chances.
Then, on Jan. 23, there was a phone
call at 4 a.m. from the London news desk
about reports that Wuhan was about to be
JANIS MACKEY FRAYER
locked down. As we scrambled to pack up,
the decision was made to leave by road to
Changsha, a city in the next province.
We drove along deserted streets toward the highway and saw
public transit buses parked and abandoned; convoys of cars with
flashing lights; and police cars beginning to set up roadblocks.
They were the early signs of China’s draconian measures that would
eventually restrict daily life for hundreds of millions of people.
When we reached Beijing, where I live, each day brought new
hurdles for the public: schools closed; businesses and restaurants
shut down; and health officials advised anyone who had been to
Wuhan to self-quarantine. It felt otherworldly, as entry to grocery
stores required a body-temperature check, and the din of traffic
was replaced by birdsong as the world’s most populous country
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appeared devoid of people.
My husband, Kevin, and I juggled home school during the day
and worked through the night. For the first three weeks of the
epidemic, our son did not see another child. When he asked us
why we didn’t hug anymore, we struggled to give him an answer.
“Germs,” we told him.
In mid-February, the 49 days away from my family began. I
left China to cover the coronavirus crisis unfolding on the cruise
ship docked at Yokohama, Japan, while trying to figure out a plan
for our family. Every idea fell apart as restrictions expanded across
Asia; borders tightened; and China imposed quarantine on anyone
returning from “hot zone” countries, including Japan.
As the virus spread to Europe, I travelled to the U.K. and marvelled
at how normal everything seemed there.
Didn’t people realize what was coming?
When I finally returned to China,
it meant 14 days of quarantine. To get
permission from the local Communist
Party committee to isolate at home, my
husband and son had to move out and stay
elsewhere. They would visit and wave from
the alley below our ninth-floor window so I
could at least see them.
In China, quarantine means you cannot
leave your apartment the entire time. At all.
I had to report my temperature to building
management twice a day and had occasional
police checks. As an extra touch of security,
they slapped a seal across the doorjamb.
During quarantine, I put together
a home studio to begin to report on the
changes happening in China, now three
months into a global crisis. As I write
this, the country is showing some signs of coming back to life,
though millions still work from home; schools are still closed; and
foreigners are banned from entering the country.
The pandemic has reshaped the world and how we move around
in it. Across NBC News, thousands of people continue to work
remotely, from their living rooms and basements, to provide news
programs at a time when information is a lifeline.
Life here is not yet back to normal, but on Day 49, one family at
least felt more complete.
Janis Mackey Frayer is an NBC News correspondent whose reports
are featured on “TODAY” and “NBC Nightly News With Lester Holt.”
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