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AIR: AMERICA’S INVESTIGATIVE REPORTS
Premiering Friday, September 1 at 9 p.m. (ET) on PBS, AIR: AMERICA’S INVESTIGATIVE REPORTS will chronicle recent journalistic investigations that have revealed government corruption, corporate malfeasance and other abuses of power by groups or individuals entrusted with the public good.  Below, Stephen Segaller, director of news and public affairs programming at Thirteen/WNET New York and executive-in-charge of AIR, answers questions about the new series.
Q:  Why did you want to produce a series about investigative reporting in America?  
A:  I think investigative reporting is a neglected aspect of journalism.  Occasionally it gets real attention, but most of the time it doesn’t.  And I’ve always wanted to make a television series that is investigative in nature, but it’s enormously expensive and risky – because if you’re just going to do investigative work, you have to commit to all kinds of projects that by definition are going to fail.  It’s why investigative journalism is an endangered sub-species of journalism – you have to invest a lot of time and effort and person power, and often with no results.  But with AIR, we can amplify and turn into gripping television investigative work that’s already been done, that’s been reported, checked and published.  
Q:  What kinds of investigative reports will AIR feature?  
A:  We’re trying to do a mixture of stories, ones that are clearly national in consequence – big investigations involving the Pentagon, the Department of Homeland Security, and FEMA, for example – and other stories which were more local but still had some national consequence.  We’re aiming both to re-tell the actual story as reported and feature the reporters who reported the story as actors in their own drama.  

Q:  Do you feel these stories didn’t get proper recognition when first published? 

A:  In some cases.   One story we’re likely to feature is about shootings and unaccountability in the L.A.P.D. – essentially they declined to track statistics for those officers who most frequently used deadly force, which wasn’t discovered until the Los Angeles Times did an investigation.  So, it’s a story that is of great importance to Los Angeles; it did not get more widespread coverage in the rest of the country, but speaks to an issue that is important for any city you live in – whether the police department is accountable.   

Q:  Can you briefly discuss some other stories you might feature this season?

A:  One is an investigation by the South Florida Sun Sentinel into FEMA – but a year before Hurricane Katrina. They did a detailed investigation that showed that FEMA was essentially giving away money without any kind of accountability.  The Sun Sentinel is not a major national paper – for them it was a local story, but FEMA is a national agency, and that’s a good example of what we’re aiming for.  There’s another story that’s been growing in the Seattle Post-Intelligencer, a report that despite the terrible aftermath of the Exxon Valdez disaster, the rules that were supposedly put in place are being ignored – that in fact the whole state of the oil transportation industry is worse than it was before.  
Q:  Will AIR feature investigative reporting from different media? 

A:  In principle, we will feature stories from any and all media.  In practice, certainly more of it is done in print, newspapers and magazines, than on radio and the Web.  We’re looking at one radio piece, an NPR story, though I don’t think we have a story yet which was truly first published on the Web.
Another question I put to the production team was, “Can one think of photography as being investigative?” Photography is a very important piece of newspapers and magazines.  Can it be investigative?  What would it be if it were?  It would be taking pictures that people didn’t want you to see.  Photographs are evidence.  And so with that guide in mind, we’ve come up with a plan to make a program with two different photographers.  One is a woman who, just before the Iraq war was launched, snuck into Iraq, was independent, not imbedded, and took photographs, essentially, of the “shock and awe” campaign as it was experienced by the Iraqis.  

The other photographer is a 70-plus-year-old freelance photographer from New Jersey who decided that he would take the pictures that nobody was being allowed to take, mostly of military funerals of American victims of the Iraq war.  So he too has taken all these pictures and, in many cases, with the very active support of the families of the soldiers who lost their lives, but nobody wants to publish them because everybody knows that the Pentagon and the administration do not want these pictures seen.
Q: That photographer’s work shooting funerals seems like it would raise ethical questions.  Will AIR delve into the ethical questions that investigative reporters face?  

A:  Absolutely.  Investigative journalism is full of ethical issues, such as entrapment and the use of anonymous sources, and in many of our stories we’re expecting them to be discussed explicitly by the reporters. 
Q:  There’s so much allure around Woodward and Bernstein’s Watergate reporting.  Was that a “golden age” of investigative journalism in America? 
A:  I don’t know if it was a golden age for investigative journalism so much as a high point.  Watergate was happening as I was forming my ambition to become a journalist.  That was when I found my vocation, and it certainly had an impact on me, and on a lot of people.  I think it was a happy coincidence – Watergate brought a huge amount of attention and revitalized and glamorized journalism at at time when the industry was really expanding.  It certainly got my attention and inspired me.  I felt it was a captivating, interesting business to get into, and now I’ve been doing it professionally for 30 years.  

Q:  What is the biggest impediment to successful investigative reporting today – financial resources?  Government or corporate secrecy? 

A:  I think it’s all of those.  Firstly, there’s an absolute critical difference between rumors of bad things happening and facts that are defensible or provable in court if necessary.  And so somebody can give you an interesting tip and say, “We can’t believe what’s going on at the United Nations,” but between that and publishing a story that says that the United Nations is involved in a fraudulent program with hundreds of million dollars going to waste, as The Wall Street Journal did, there’s years of people’s time and effort.  And sometimes the story just remains elusive, stays slightly out of reach. You have to be a pretty well-endowed publishing entity to be able to even consider pursuing it.  So, first, it’s resources.  


Secondly, yes, there is secrecy.  Some people are addicted to secrecy; some have a very understandable preference to preserve their own jobs and reputations, and talking to journalists is often a quick route to getting fired or losing their standing in an organization.  Also, presently, there’s a political climate that’s clear.  I don’t remember any administration being quite as outspoken as the current one is about how journalists are responsible for bad things.  They’re doing what they think is their job, informing the republic, and are being accused of undermining national security, for example. And I think that’s a climate that is likely to have the famous “chilling effect.”

Q:  What do you hope AIR achieves? 

A:  I suppose the first thing I hope it achieves is that every week we tell a really terrific, gripping story that viewers will say, “I’m really pleased that I saw that. I didn’t know the story, didn’t understand the intricacies and implications and why it was important.”  So first and foremost, good television. Secondly, I hope that our audience will gain a somewhat greater appreciation of why investigative journalism is of value.  And I hope more 18-year-old kids will watch this show and say, “I’d like to do that.” 
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