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Policing the Police 


"Police reporting is a work in progress." said Alison Gendar, Police Bureau Chief for The Daily News. "The difficult thing about covering the police is that they don't want to be covered." The Daily News covers New York City where there are five to six hundred murders every year, and the NYPD isn't always willing to help its reporters.

Covering police stories isn't as easy as calling up the local precinct, Gendar explains, while cops will not always lie about a particular case, they will almost always obscure the truth. She supposes that most cops are suspicious that reporters are out to get them, and young officers are told early on never to tell anything to a reporter. Even benign questions from reporters and the public are routed to the Deputy Commissioner for Pubic Info, who is a veritable press office for the police. "You could ask a cop if he's cold during the Macy's Day Parade" Gendar says, "and he'd tell you to call DCPI." 

The hierarchy of the police force is much like that of a private institution. The Commissioner oversees the department and takes his orders from the mayor. If the department looks bad in the press, this reflects poorly on the mayor and his or her ability to keep the city safe. As a result, the police are very careful with what information they disclose to the public. She says that in recent years the police have become even more reticent to provide the press with information, and have perhaps following the lead of Mayor Giuliani and the Bush administration.

Alison Gendar attended the Journalism School at North Western University, and landed her job at The Daily News in 2001. She started out as an Education Reporter, but was unsatisfied with the position and took the job in police reporting three years in. "I was so unprepared for how they did things," Gendar recalls, "With the schools there is so much more access. The police force is a para-military organization; they will put officers who are caught leaking information up on charges." 

It is no surprise that Gendar works over twelve hours every day. She wakes up at 6:30am to check the Post and the Times for anything her office may have missed, and is in the newsroom at 8:30am filling in the editors on what happened over night. Gendar explains that the newsroom is in police headquarters where at least one person is on the clock 24 hours a day. The bulk of her day is spent on the phone in this office or following leads in the city.

Gendar's "buff pager" buzzes intermittently while she explains the resources police reporters tap to tease out the story. "There is a warehouse of volunteer firemen in New Jersey listening to police scanners and transcribing updates which are sent to our pagers," she says, "They are right on when something comes up about a fire because they know the lingo"  but she confesses that police jargon sometimes goes over their heads. "I'll get a page telling me a victim is a two year old girl, then another page a couple minutes later saying that it's not two but 22." Inconclusive information is just one of the reasons reporters double check their sources. 

  

Officers who have helped on stories in the past are another resource police reporters use. Photographers in the field, community watch officials, and corrections officers are a few others that assist reporters with information. Gendar explains that even online social networks like myspace.com and facebook.com are helpful in contacting family members, friends, and finding photos of involved parties. “Between all this, you just hope to get the tip to be in the right place at the right time,” she says. 

  

In a story covered by The Daily News in early February of 2009, a sixteen year old Bronx girl, who had been reported missing, was misidentified when she was found dead in Brooklyn. The police on the scene identified her body by a drivers license found near her body. She was in the morgue for two months before medical examiners questioned her age. Ms. Gendar says that the negligence of the officers on the scene caused this girl's family unnecessary suffering and it is the role of the police reporter to write something about a story like this which will make the NYPD take notice, "We should be pushing things forward so that poor family gets justice," Gendar says. 

Although Ms.Gendar conveys the corruption and secrecy of the police force, she is not hesitant to expose shortcomings in her own field. “The papers are more interested in celebrity news,” she explains, even when police stories break, their ratings are not high enough on the newsstands for the owners to allocate reporters for police cases, "It's not that they're killing stories, they just aren't allocating people for particular kinds of stories." But this doesn't mean the papers arn't watching the police. Although Alison Gendar's news room might be short staffed, it only means that each police reporter has to work harder. 

