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Establishing media relations

Julia Stonogina,
RADON-PRESS Director General

Journalist and PR Professional:
Pulling together to achieve the same goal

RADON-PRESS has contacts with more than 40 newspapers and magazines. The main

principleof our co-operation with them is that we seek to act as their partner rather than a

mass media agent. We cannot provide information on the subject of radiation safety and

let a newspaper, a radio station or a television channel use them as they see fit. Even a

year ago we used to fax messages and press releases to editorial offices. We called this

work 'informational initiative' and viewed it as a service to society. But what happened

after our information reached reporters? All too often, they used it to advance the interests

of their publications. Sometimes they introduced it into other materials which, they

thought (often mistakenly), dealt with the same subject. Not infrequently, they added

unverified facts to add spice if they felt that the paper needed more popularity. They were

known to doctor facts and figures causing unnecessary upset among readers. Thus, they

exaggerated radon content on school premises. As a result, until we insisted on a

retraction, parents and school administrations of a large Moscow suburb remained in a

state of agitation.

These are the reasons why we revised the procedure of supplying information to

journalists. We are trying to enlist their co-operation on the basis of the principle of social

responsibility. If a ournalist wishes to disseminate information that has to do with public

safety and health, he or she must have a good grasp of the subject. With this end in view,

we at the agency organised training seminars on environmental journalism for the

publications that wish to use RADON-PRESS information. In the past six months, 30

journalists working for leading newspapers took this course, receiving a better idea of

radiation and radio-ecology and the operation of specialised services in charge of

radiation safety. They were issued relevant printed matter, such as the leaflet ,10

Questions about Radiation" intended for the general reader. We never requested them to

use information to promote our interests and did not mention the need for censorship. But

we did our best to persuade them to act professionally and responsibly and convince them

that radiation is not a subject where ,poetic license" is permissible. We saw that our

seminars made their participants alter their approach to the work on such materials. Now

we feel safe supplying information, including reports about radiation accidents, to those

who have taken our course. We have had no more trouble trying to combat distortions or

dilettantism in the presentation of facts. As a rule, these journalists send us galley proofs

of their pieces dealing with radio-ecology for us to check their factual side. 35



A very important aspect of our work is television, which wields a lot of power over the

minds. When television reporters request us to arrange a shooting for them, they are not

always sure just what they would like to shoot (,,Something about radiation" is the usual

cliche). The first thing we do is offer them a number of subjects with a brief description

of each. As a rule, television reporters are pleasantly surprised at having such a broad

choice. Then we suggest that they should spend some time familiarising themselves with

the subject so that, finding themselves at a plant or research laboratory, they would

understand what they see and refrain from concentrating on simple questions where an

exclusive program could be done. As a result of such work with television crews, nearly

all came up with a series of educational programs, not just one brief reportage, as had

been their original intention.

Yet another form of information exchange is the ecological bulletin issued by RADON-

PRESS and dispatched to newspapers and radio and television stations. Journalists

regularly quote extracts from our bulletins or use them in full.

Such policy seems fruitful for both sides and beneficial for the public. A telling example

of it came late last summer. A group of cheats tried to make money on people's fear of

radiation danger. They bought a large number of personal dosimeters planning to sell

them at a profit. They were launching an aggressive advertising campaign printing leaflets

which were distributed in residential districts. The leaflets contained isinformation

about the radiation level in Moscow aiming to terrorise the population into buying scores

of dosimeters. We felt it necessary to expose the fraud without delay and started a PR

campaign of our own. It seemed impossible without the media support. We got in touch

with newspaper and TV reporters providing them with press releases revealing the

machinations behind the seemingly innocent effort to supply Muscovites with dosimeters.

Meanwhile despite our partnership journalists would not have been considered as

professionals if they had not check the incoming information. They tried to check our

information by calling to sellers under the guise of potential clients. It was a sort of

journalist investigation. The dosimeters turned out to be terribly overpriced. The woman

taking the calls was practically ignorant of the matter, besides she proved to be quite

secretive, refusing to supply information about the firms officials or experts. Nevertheless

the journalists found out later the sellers had no licence or any permission to realise such

activity. A large number of articles were published in major Russian newspapers. The

journalists felt it their duty to calm people down. Thank to our co-operation, at least one

dirty scheme was thwarted.
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