March 12, 2007
Chief Justice Russell A. Anderson

Minnesota Supreme Court

25 Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Blvd

St. Paul, MN 55155

Chief Justice Anderson:

This letter comes to you on behalf of a consortium of Minnesota print and broadcast news organizations and a broader group of state and regional media associations.  We are seeking your assistance for greater public access to Minnesota courts.

For almost three decades now, the Minnesota trial courts have operated under a kind of test-system in this state, permitting cameras and other electronic recording devices – but only with the unanimous consent of the judge, prosecutors, defense attorneys and witnesses involved.  Under this arrangement, each and every party has an opportunity to veto the request of any news organization.

After almost thirty years – the only thing we have learned is that the test itself is flawed.  We have no meaningful access or information, since too many vested interests are given the power to veto the presence of the cameras or other recording devices.

Furthermore, court guidelines related to this issue are unclear, possibly even contradictory.  It’s something of a theoretical conflict (as there’s virtually no example of cameras in the courts to begin with).  However, in the event a judge ever had the deciding vote, the Minnesota Code of Judicial Conduct (Canon 3.A.11) positions a ruling in favor of recording devices as a violation of judicial ethics.
Ultimately, the reform we are seeking would provide greater public access to the courts, as cameras and microphones provide the principle means of access – by the public – everywhere.  We believe the first step in achieving this reform is to follow the lead of many states, such as Iowa, Wisconsin, and North Dakota, and centralize the decision-making authority where it rightfully belongs:  with the judge.  The current system of multi-party-veto does not work and diminishes the authority of the judge in the courtroom.

The reform we are seeking is not just good for the public – it is good for the court.

· Cameras and other electronic recording devices will increase court visibility in the community and strengthen trust and confidence in the judiciary.

· It will establish the notion of “activist judges” – as misleading and false.

· Camera coverage in other states (now a large majority of states) has been studied and clearly establishes that cameras do not deny anyone a fair trial.

· The move to more openness in juvenile court in Minnesota has been a positive experience.  None of the dire predictions that were made prior to the change actually proved true.

· The courts have already embraced technology to increase accuracy.  Court proceedings are taped and audiotapes have become the norm instead of court reporters.

· The courts already recognize how videotaped confessions improve court accuracy in murder convictions.

· The Minnesota Supreme Court currently records and webcasts oral arguments. 

· Cameras produce a clear public record.

· Technology has improved to the point where cameras and microphones are already in many courts and are unobtrusive.

Minnesota is now among a minority of states (16 of 50) with serious constraints effectively prohibiting cameras and other electronic recording devices from relaying the workings of the courts to the public.  Many of the court systems surrounding Minnesota provide greater public access by way of electronic media and have found it beneficial. 
Beyond the real need and established success of the reform we seek in Minnesota, we believe recent improvements to the court system here – the unification of the courts and the centralized Judicial Council – provide a tremendous opportunity for the success of this reform.  
These improvements are entirely within the strategic goals of the court, as outlined by the Minnesota Judicial Council in their report, Focus on the Future (April, 2006).  Strategic Goal #3 specifically addresses the court’s goal of increasing public trust & accountability in Minnesota’s courts.  The court’s research shows 40 percent of Minnesotans know little or nothing about their courts.  The report specifically focused on the need to strengthen public education.
That is what the news media does.  And it does it most efficiently, and effectively, when able to employ the basic tools of its trade.  

We think judges know what is best for their courtroom and should not have their power compromised by the prosecution and defense.  We think the state is ready for this reform.  But if the court wants to take a more incremental approach, we would support any meaningful pilot project – the broader the better.  The evidence is in, across the country, that cameras in the courtroom are good for the public and for the justice system.
Sincerely Yours,
Rick Kupchella




Mark Anfinson

Past President MnSPJ




Chief Author of Petition

MN Broadcasters Association – Jim Dubois, Executive Director
MN Newspaper Association – Lisa Hills, Executive Director 
MN Society of Professional Journalists - Art Hughes, President
The Joint Media Committee - John R. Finnegan, Chair
Northwest Broadcast News Association – JP Skelly, President
Reporters Committee for Freedom of the Press – Lucy Dalglish, Executive Director
Radio & Television News Directors Association – Derrick Hinds, Region 4 Director
MN Newspaper Photographers Association – Renee Jones Schneider, Chair

The Associated Press – Dave Pyle, Minnesota Bureau Chief
KARE Television – Tom Lindner, VP News 

KSTP Television – Chris Berg, News Director

WCCO Television –Jeff Kiernan, News Director
Twin Cities Public Television – Bill Hanley, VP Minnesota Productions 

Star Tribune - Scott Gillespie, Managing Editor

Forum Communications – Lloyd Case, President 
· With Daily Newspapers in: Duluth, Grand Forks/East Grand Forks, Red Wing, Bemidji, Fargo-Moorhead, Worthington

· Weekly Papers in: Detroit Lakes, Alexandria, Farmington, Park Rapids, Two Harbors, Cloquet, Morris, Blackduck, Hancock, New York Mills, Osakis, Perham, Wadena, Cottage Grove, Stillwater, Woodbury, Lake Elmo, Hastings

Pioneer Press – Thom Fladung, Editor

WCCO Radio – Mary Niemeyer, Sr VP & Market Manager 

Clear Channel Radio Group – Mick Anselmo, President & Market Mgr 

· 19 Stations in the Twin Cities, Mankato, Rochester & Duluth

Minnesota Public Radio – Bill Wareham, News Director
