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BUILDING AND MAINTAINING MEDIA CONTACTS

BOB FENTON, CHIEF PRESS OFFICER, BRITISH ENERGY PLC

One of the questions I am always asked is how does British Energy build and maintain its
relationships with journalists in so many areas.

Not only do we have to think of the basic industrial correspondents that you would expect to
have to deal with an industry like ours, we also have to cater for those dealing with science and
technology, the environment, personnel and training, city and financial, political... I could go
on and on. And that is just the national press.

We must also look after our friends in the specialist magazine markets - those looking at the
utilities, innovative science and technology magazines to name but three - again there are a
whole host more.

Then add the local and regional media around our power station sites - literally hundreds of
contacts and you start to get an idea about the size of our media contact database.

But manage we do, and you may be not be surprised if I told you that we actually manage to do
it rather well. But you don't have to take my word for it - take that of the people we deal with.
Every six months British Energy takes part in a survey run by one of the UK's leading market
research companies who conducts a poll among journalists and then rate each company's
performance.

In the last three years British Energy has not been outside the top five in most categories, and in
the top two in several. Our ambition is, of course, to have the number one media team in the
sector - and that, ladies and gentlemen, is why they employed me!

So how do we do it?

The answer is a lot of work over a long period of time. You cannot expect to build trusting
relationships with a journalist overnight. You may get them to ran a story for you, but don't
expect that to be the start of a beautiful friendship there has to be more than that.

At British Energy the key is being open and honest, and always available. We will never -
okay maybe just the once or twice when were dealing with legal or financial matters - be
quoted as saying 'No Comment". That is the most negative response there is, and it also
implies something completely different to the journalist: he thinks what you are really saying is
J know what the answer is, and I am not going to tell you". The cover-up story starts here, and
you are the one that just caused it.

We're there 24 hours-a-day, 365 days a year - always available on the end of a telephone, no
matter what else is going on. As an example, if you were to ask me what I did on New Year's
Eve to celebrate the dawn of a new millennium, I would tell you that I was ringing power
stations and issuing press statements to key agencies. Sad, but true.
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And this is the key - if you are not there, and you don't provide the answer then expect to be
bypassed. You can only gain the trust of the people outside if you can be relied upon to give
accurate, timely information. It's their deadlines you have to worry about, not internal ones.
Unless you are extremely lucky once you have been contacted you must assume that the story
will un - you must try and influence the way it appears and the only way you can do that is to
be ready with an answer.

You should also consider who you are talking to - it's not just the guy on the end of a phone
you are talking to - it's his reader, or the person who will watch his report on TV. Therefore
the information you give must not only be timely and accurate, it must be understandable. I
have never worked in an industry where jargon is so rife - talk to a journalist about a reactor
trip and he will be left wondering how a million tonnes of concrete, steel and heaven knows
what else can go on holiday. If the journalist doesn't understand you, don't expect his reader or
viewer to. Therefore, use every day language not that of the technocrats within your
Organisation.

Of course good media relations is not a one-way street, and there has to be some element of
compromise if you are to achieve a relationship based on mutual trust. That way, we all gain.
The media produce reports based on real information, the public is able to share that
information and to have confidence in its providers, and we are able to limit totally unnecessary
damage to our business.

There are two other ingredients in this recipe for success that we have not touched on yet. Both
can be equally difficult. Firstly bad news: what if you know you are sitting on a story that will
at some point get into the public domain. Working on the assumption that news is whatever
someone else does not want publicised, you really have only one option, namely tell it yourself.
You know the story will come out, so why not try and make it your story. If you are going to
have a fight, you may as well take it on your terms, rather than just sitting back waiting to be
hit when you may not be ready.

I could list a few dozen examples where we have deliberately given out information that in
many ways could have been considered detrimental, but - as I said earlier - our ethos is to be
open and honest, even when the news is not good. In the cases where we have taken this
attitude the results have been spectacular. The story has run but because we have given it to a
trusted contact it has been handled well and more or less on our terms. After all, it is very
difficult to attack someone who has just given you a story on a plate.

Of course the j ournalist ran the views of other people involved - Friends of The Earth or
whoever - but they took a very low profile in the story compared to where they would have
been had the story simply leaked out. A word of caution though - if you are going to embark
on a strategy like this, make sure that all the key players in your company are behind the move,
if not, well I don't think I need to g any further....

Okay, so we now have the building blocks in place for the press office to deal with the media
effectively. We have agreed that we will provide information, even bad news, rapidly -
allowing of course for the times when you have to check information; we will be available at
all times; and that you will only deal in accurate information rather than speculation. Is that it?
Alas no.
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The one thing that is guaranteed to spike your attempts to win friends in the media is a lack of
understanding of media relations in your own rganisation. If your senior management do not
actively support you in your aims then two things are likely to happen. The first is that you will
not get the information you need to do your job; the second is that you will probably be fired
for giving too much information away. It is therefore fundamental that you persuade
management that the only way to deal with the media is by being open, truthful and available,
no matter how tiresome that might be. You must win that argument, or your plans will simply
fail.

In British Enera I am very lucky. My chief executive is very media friendly, as are most of
our other chief officers, and they are happy to give their time to this end. They won't be at
PIME, so don't think I am saying this for their benefit!

Having made your contacts, and built up a bit of trust, how do you keep them? The most
important thing is not to let that contact dry up. Regular news releases, bits of information -
the occasional e-mail or fax all help. None of them are as good as a phone call. Just pick up
the phone and talk - if you can make it a 'You might not be interested in this, but..."
conversation so much the better.

On the record lunches or meetings with your executives, launches and open days; trips to sites
or power stations, Christmas parties - and, of course, my own favourite lots of beer in gloomy
pubs - all help keep that contact, and do not really need that much effort to sort out. They are
well worth the expense of a meal or whatever, though I have yet to put in a bill for those long
boozy nights in various pubs up and down the country.....

After you've done all that it is no use sitting back thinking you have done everything you can,
maintaining the contact is a full time job. Remember that your best contact is not yours
exclusively - if he works for a national media outlet he has a hundred other 'best contacts'
vying for his time.

You have to work very hard to make sure he remembers you.
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