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So far there’s been

By AMES.
PRESS STAFF WAITER

IF SOME television news directors
have their way, there may one day be
pubic executions in the global vilge.

month, a judge rejected a San
Francisco station’s bid to televise the
execution of Robert Alton Harris as
gart o its documentary on the con-
demned killer, Prison officials had
argued the broadcast. could incite 2
il or endanger guards.

But some media experts say the de-
cision about whether to bring video
cameras into the

it's not something to be discussed in
New Jersey.

But it is being discussed elsewhere.
The Corrections Committee of Flor
ida's House of Representatives is
surveying 270 people 10 leam their
views on whether executions should
be televised. If support for the prac
tice is strong, the state House of Rep-
resentatives may consider legislition
wallow it.

The last public execution occurred
in 1937, when 500 people crowded
around a gallows in Galena, Mo, to
witness the hanging of Roscoe
Jackson.

For this reason, televising execu-
tions might hasten the national
movement toward lethal injection as 2
more humane — and less unsightly —
means of capital punishment, says
Leigh Dingerson, executive director of
the National Coalition to Abolish the
Death Penalty

But even if the execution itself looks
clinically clean, the often arbitrary
process of deciding who's executed is
not, Ms. Dingerson said. Ths, a tele-
vised execution would be an unrepre-
sentative snapshat, she said.
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by extension, nei-
ther does the
press, the judges ruled.

Virtually all states with capital pun-
ishment, however, allow alimited
number of reporters Lo wilness execu-
tions, provided they bring nothing but
pens and notebooks. New Jersey's
death penalty statute stipulates that
executians will e open to eight mem-
bers of the press — two each from
newspapers, Wire services, television
and radio,

That provision goes far enough 10
saisfy the public's right o know, pro-
ponents of the death penalty say.
Filming or videotaping an execution,
conversely, is offensive and unneces-
sary, they conteod. And many of ca-
pital punishment’s detractors agree.

“The only effect that has is 10 de-
grade and dehumanize al of us,” said
Assistant Public Defender Dale Jones,
who oversees the defense of death
row.prisoners in New Jerscy. “1 bape
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only three cases where journalists
have waged legal battles to film or vi-

executions. One reason more
haven't done 50, she said, i that legal
precedent has made it unlikely that
they'd win their cases. Yet some tele-
vision news directors say they feel it
‘would be inappropriate to put an exe-
‘cution on the air anyway,

1 could see (televising) it up to the
it of an execution, but | would not
televise an execution,” said Willam
Jobes, news director for New Jersey
Network. “There's a degree of con-
cern we have for the sensiivity of the
viewing audience. Children cou'd see
it. Adults who don't want o see it
ould see it.”

Bat like Jobes, many news directors
and media’ experts beliese Lelevision

stations have  First Amendment right
10 videotape executions, even if they
choose not to exercise it

"1 don't think cameras and mikes
shoud be discriminated against with
regard to access to public events”
said David Bartlett, president of the
Radio-Television  News  Directors
Association in Washington, D.C. “It's
probably the ultimate act the state can
take on behal of the people. There-
fore, radios and television shoud be al
Iowed the right of access.”

Ms. Kirtley said she doesa't buy the
argument that a televised execution
could inite a i,

‘I easier for a warden to tel
inmates that the TV's going to be off
for five minates than to tel the eatire
publc they don't have a right to see
this” she said

no televised executions, but stay tuned

Though many are offended by the
notion of televising executions, there's
little question many Americans would
tunie in to what one observer called
“the ultimate snuff film.”

Lou Prato, treasurer of the news di-
rectors group, says that while be
thinks the First ¢ gives te-
levision stations the right o ar exceu-
tioms, he's not so sure they shouid.

1 thn it wocld be great ratings,”
Prato said. “But that doesn't mean it's
ight.”

Explaining why he thinks a elevised
exceution would be widely viewed,
Bartlett recalled Harry Houdin'’s re-
spinse when asked why his deathde-
fying act was 5o popular: “Oh it's very
simple. No fellow being wants 10 see
another die. But they all want to be
there when it happens.””
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