The challenge of managing news footage at times of crisis (with fast breaking news stories) Fiat, Antalya conference 2002

By Billy Segal ,Head of Film Archive – IBA ,public TV, Israel.

( IBA broadcasts  News, Drama, Entertainment, Sports, Documentary. The archive staff includes 24 people , 15 of them are doing the research & catalogue work. 

Right now the archive is Analog , and on the edge of implementing the Digital project within this year).

In our multimedia world , extreme situations such as wars , nature disasters and other catastrophes , creates an immediate flow of news broadcasts for long hours. Eventually , this huge flow (piles of cassettes) find  its way to the film archive directly to the skillful hands of the archivists ,starting the long process of sorting , cataloging  and storing.

Such events, breaks the daily routine of the archive work. The question is how one manages the situation, when breaking news broadcasts becomes the daily routine…

I would like to present our experience in IBA.

Living through hard days of  conflict for the last two years – a miserable  situation that we all hope will come to it's peaceful solution - our archive became a stormy place flooded with hundreds of cassettes coming in from many days of constant breaking news and special broadcasts caused by many terror attacks by suicide bombers and other irregular events related to this war situation.(such as retaliation actions of the military).

Among the archive staff there are 15 cataloging workers, five of them are cataloging news. In ordinary days we have 4 news programmes per day. The total duration is around 3 hours.

This study case relates to a period of 15 months between May 2001 to August 2002.  During this period there were 71 major terror attacks. 

An average of 4 events per month. Mainly suicide bombers.

 I refer only to those events that took place in big cities, markets, main streets, only those cases when there were at least 4-20 dead people and 20-140 injured. (Excluding other violent events of shootings in distant locations of the country& etc.) 

 400 unplanned hours of Breaking news stories, were broadcasted as part of the emergency news broadcasts. Various transmissions from the event arena, hospitals, and specialists in the studio.

Each big terror event followed up by 5-8 fast breaking news transmissions..                               Followed by longer daily news broadcasts. 

60% of the events happened during the night and weekends, around the clock, outside the normal news time frame. This factor adds to the abnormal stress at work of both journalists, technicians and archivists.

To these 400 news broadcasting hours come approximately 300 additional hours of special talk shows around dicussing the event and the "next day" follow-up stories , such as: injured in hospitals, funerals of victims; personal stories on the human tragedy related to the victim  , and about the the suicider and his family, ; military assessments in the studio followed by possible military retaliation act .

Quantities & sources of footage

For each terror attack, an average of 20 beta cassettes arrived to the archive. 

In these 15 months 1,.600 cassettes were used by the News Department only for those events. (excluding other current affairs stories). Those cassettes consist of: 

1. Live broadcast: often split screen with multi images from different the arenas of the event + broadcaster in the Studio. 

2. Clean- feed cassettes: separately from each arena, directly from the TV crew unit.

3. Raw material, usually with the unpleasant gruesome censored visuals from the 

attack arena.

4. Footage received from foreign networks in Israel and world reports of the event received by satellite.

This reality leaves the archive with many versions of the same event, left to be sorted , examined & catalogued one by one.

Since our archive is still analog, the work of handling the material becomes complicated and longtime-consuming.

Problems

This situation created a few problems occured while working:

1. 3 months delay in cataloging the various news stories.

    (All the cassettes. from each event is being catalogued by the same person in order     to keep track of different details).

2. Difficulties in managing information on the different events ,since a lot

    of the footage is not catalogued right away.

3. Lack of storing space for the non-catalogued cassettes.

4.  Mental stress for the archive staff as a result of constant daily      

 work
 with reports that deal with terror and over exposure to censored 

    hard scenes.  

A factor that by necessity is reduces the workers’ productivity. 

Solutions

 Being a producing archive that is highly involved in the TV production workflow, we had to reorganize and try to adapt the archive’s work to the changing in routines. we've managed to challenge must of the problems quiet well. The only remaining problem is the delay in cataloging, since due to budget restrictions, we couldn't recruit extra staff. 

1.  In order to mange information of non- catalogued footage, we've linked to the daily "line-up" computer programme of the News Room, enabling the archive users to search  and locate events within  the rows no-catalogued tapes. This search is very " basic": date,  location, subject - but it was a very practical  emergency solution, to put   some order in the huge amount of information.

2.    Solving the space problem, by organizing convenient access to the piles of tapes: building new shelves along the walls of the working   area.

3.    Trying to releive some of the mental stress of the staff , by letting the

workers , from time to time , combine with their work, cataloging of  entertainment  programmes, thereby  getting a short escape from their routine sights.

   We also organized a weekly professional course in on different aspects of the  archivist work in order to create positive atmosphere , promoting interest in broad subjects. (such as royalties questions, research, linguistics, stress management, & etc.)

Study of different tendencies in content and duration of breaking news broadcasts during this period.

 After long months of intensive terror attacks transmissions, one could notice  some changes in content and duration of  broadcasts. Most events with five dead people or more were followed by at least 6 hours   of broadcasts, and an immediate rescheduling of the ordinary broadcast plan with alternative emergency programmes.

Lately, though, there has been a tendency towards reduced air time, after similar event. The news broadcasts after such events is now more like two and a half hours, and the ambition is to get back to the everyday broadcast routine  as soon as possible.

Reasons

1. Less sensitivity, even some apathy among news editors.

2. Senior management instructions as a result of diminishing sensitivity and political pressure:


The" right wing" thinks that long broadcast hours after each terror event is a result of "leftists' liberal journalists’" wish to emphasize the horrible results of the government policy. Politicians on the “left” The "left"   think , that many long hours of broadcast is a trigger to those who oppose the peace process, and incites them to  violence.

4. Public opinion – viewers are mentally exhausted from the tough reality and seeks some comfort in sports and entertainment .

5. Economic pressure – critical cuts in the news department budget after a year of 1.000 million shekels (200.000$) deviation caused by the extreme events.

Terminology
An additional aspect of the archivist’s work in this period,   has been a constant and more emphasized discussion  about the usage of right terminology in cataloging. Questions aroused such as: what is politically correct, which terms should we use referring the current events, the military terms, the political terms, or foreign press terms? 

Examples: "targeting killing"- hunting terror organization activists

                  "crown" – closure around a city or villages

                   "exposure" – cutting off trees as security step.

                     "armed" – referring to Palestinians that were shot dead, when they had weapon . (Resembling the American phrase during the Vietnam War:"men of fighting age")

These are but some of the many new terms that has been introduced  by the military and politicians, trying probably to humanize the war…in such reality the archivists find themselves in the middle of the turmoil. Hard but  challenging.  

