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The next continuing education program offered by
the East Tennessee Society of Professional Journalists is
at 7:30 p.m., Wednesday, Nov. 17. News Sentinel re-
porter Laura Ayo will present a program titled: “Data-
base Reporting: Finding Facts Before Officials Do.”

Ayo’s computer-assisted reporting has earned her sev-
eral SPJ and other awards. Ayo interned at CNN’s in-
vestigative reporting unit in Atlanta and worked in Loui-
siana before joining the Sentinel in 1999.

Finding facts before they do . . .
The program will last about an hour and will be in

the News Sentinel Knox Room.
Advance registration is required for the free program.

To register, send an e-mail message to
sguthrie1474@comcast.net.

We need your name by the 16th. If you have already
registered for both meetings, you do not have to regis-
ter again.

As annual property tax bills claimed citizens’
attention, ETSPJ members and guests got tips for media
coverage of local government finance at a professional
development program on Oct. 20 at the Knoxville
News Sentinel.

Program leader Dan Foley, an associate professor of
journalism at University of Tennessee, used Knoxville’s
budget to describe city expenditures and related sources
of revenue — plus methods for quality reporting on
both.

Foley used a built-in data projector at the newspaper’s
Knox Room to provide, with 23 PowerPoint slides, a
digest of the current budget — a document used by
government to set priorities.

The “General Fund Budget” should be the primary
focus of news stories, Foley said.  This budget includes
operating expenditures to pay costs (such as salaries,

Foley recommends seven budget questions

supplies, and utilities) incurred for city programs such
as fire and police protection, community services, and
road maintenance. The funding is derived from taxes
and revenues collected each year.

Capital expenditures are big expense items such as
buildings and parks that will last for years. Their cost
may require borrowing money that must be paid back,
with interest, over years.

Foley described seven questions that reporters should
ask in analyzing the annual budget and writing stories
about it for citizen readers who will be paying for
budgeted expenditures.

Is this year’s budget more or less than last year? 
(Knoxville’s fiscal year 2004-05 budget is 8.3 percent
more than last year.)

by Thomas Fraser

by James Fields
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Any new services or any expanded since last year? 
(The city needs $3 million to restore its road repaving
program and will be affected by increased personnel
expenses for salary, health care, and replenishing the
pension fund.)

Any reduction or elimination of services?  (Fewer city
vehicles and, via attrition, 18 fewer employees.)

What else has changed?  (Knoxville has created a one-
call center for citizens to report problems.)

Are any capital projects planned?  (Downtown transit
center, resurfacing roads, Market Square Phase II.)

What are the major sources of revenue to pay for the
expenditures?  (Top four in descending order are property
taxes, local option sales tax, intergovernmental revenues
including federal grants, and fees instead of taxes —
mainly by Knoxville Utilities Board).

Will property taxes increase, decrease, or stay the
same.  (There will be  a “35-cents” increase.)

That last question is the big one for many readers
because it affects them directly. Therefore, Foley
emphasized, it is important to phrase the answer
properly. It’s not an increase of “35 cents.” It’s really a
rate increase of 35 cents per $100 of assessed valuation,
raising the city tax rate from $2.70 last year to $3.05
per $100 of assessed valuation this year.

Budget questions
from page1

One good technique for reporting an increase is to
provide examples of the increase and the resulting total
tax to a residence and a commercial property. Doing so
requires knowing the formula for calculating each.

An assessment rate of 25 percent is applied to
Knoxville residences. A home appraised at $100,000 will
be assessed at $25,000 and the new $3.05 rate will
produce a tax of $762.50 for the new fiscal year. Last
year the $2.70 rate would have generated a tax of $675.

An assessment rate of 40 percent is applied to
Knoxville commercial and industrial property. A
business appraised at $100,000 will be assessed at
$40,000, and the new $3.05 rate will produce a tax of
$1,220 for the new fiscal year. Last year the $2.70 rate
would have generated a tax of $1,080.

Prof. Foley’s fast-paced clinic on local government
finance was attended by 18 persons who also enjoyed a
social period with conversation, free refreshments, and
professional networking.

For more information about Knoxville
City budget, see the following Web site:
 http://www.ci.knoxville.tn.us/budget/
For information about Knox County budget,
see this Web site:
 http://www.knoxcounty.org/finance/
budget.html
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I am hoping that several of the news items that I
shared with my students during the past week might be
of interest to Spot News readers, so I’m sending them
along. Of course, it’s likely that SPJ members more
pay more attention to news media than do typical stu-
dents, so you may already be aware of these items.

How does the U.S. rank among other na-
tions in press freedom?

The good news is that in the annual index compiled
by the Reporters Without Borders organization, we
ranked better in 2004 (No. 22) than in 2003 (No. 31),
but still below our 2002 ranking, when we were at No.
17. Actually, this year we tied with Belgium for the
22nd position among nations.

The RWB group says this index is based on events
from Sept. 1, of last year to Sept. 1 of 2004, and re-
flects the degree of freedom journalists and news orga-
nizations enjoy in each country and the efforts made by
the state to respect and ensure respect for this freedom.

A 52-criteria questionnaire was sent to 14 freedom
of expression groups on five continents and 130 RWB
correspondents around the world, as well as to journal-
ists, researchers, jurists and human rights activists. The
University of Paris performed statistical analysis.

Based on that analysis, RWB devised a scale to assign
an index rating to each country.  The United States’
index score of 4.0, compared with 0.5 for No. 1 Den-
mark and 107.50 for North Korea, which ranked at
the bottom of the 167 contries evaluated.

Northern Europe (Denmark, Finland, Ireland, Ice-
land, the Netherlands and Norway) ranked as the re-
gion of greatest press freedom, while journalists in East
Asia (including North Korea, Burma, China, Vietnam)
suffer under the greatest constraints, followed closely
by the Middle East (Saudi Arabia, Iran, Syria, Iraq).

To read more about the work of Reporters Without
Borders and freedom of the press worldwide, see its
Web site at http://www.rsf.org/.

Just how rampant is secrecy in the Bush adminis-
tration?

 Segments of the press and government watchdog or-
ganizations have lamented the absence of sunshine in the
Executive Branch from the opening days of the Bush
presidency, well before events of Sept. 11, 2001.

Month before last the House Committee on Gov-
ernment Reform released a 90-page report titled “Secrecy
in the Bush Administration,” which detailed example after
example of how even senior members of Congress —
much less the public — are being denied government
documents previously open under the federal Freedom
of Information Act.

Now the Federation of American Scientists has joined
the bandwagon of complaints against escalating govern-
ment secrecy. The group’s “Project on Government Se-
crecy,” released on Oct. 30, compared the open-govern-
ment track records of Senator John Kerry during his years
in Congress and President George W. Bush’s record in
the White House.

The scientists concluded about Kerry: “It is notewor-
thy that as a Senator, Kerry demonstrated an exception-
ally vivid understanding of the pitfalls of executive branch
secrecy and the essential function of government account-
ability in a democracy.” The report also noted that if
Kerry became president, there would be no guarantee
that his laudatory position on openness would continue.

About President Bush, the FAS wrote: “The docu-
mented increase in government secrecy under President
Bush is partly driven by the heightened state of security
associated with military action and the threat of terror-
ism. But it also reflects a seeming disdain for public de-
liberation and official accountability that predates Sep-
tember 11, 2001.”

The report and more about the Federation of Ameri-
can Scientists is available at
http://www.fas.org/sgp/news/secrecy/2004/10/
103004.html.

From the president’s desk
by Dorothy Bowles
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Mark Your Calendar
Nov. 17, 7:30 p.m., Laura Ayo, Finding
Facts Before They Do, Knox Room, News Sentinel

April 8-9, 2005, Region 3 Conference,
Riverview Hotel, Charleston, S.C.

Meeting: Nov 17, 7:30 p.m.                       Finding facts before they do

Medical college offers fellowship
TOLEDO, Ohio, Oct. 26 (AScribe Newswire) —

The Medical College of Ohio (MCO) at Toledo is seek-
ing applications from science, medical and health-care
journalists for a two-day Council for Advancement and
Support of Education (CASE) sponsored Media Fel-
lowship in February/March 2005 in the MCO Depart-
ment of  Biochemistry and Cancer Biology.

The fellowship, called “Tomorrow’s Medical Break-
throughs: A Front Row View,” is designed to give a
journalist the luxury of observing, asking questions and
digging a little deeper into what are complex, yet very
promising areas of research.

MCO will provide a room and meals at the Hilton
Toledo hotel on its campus. The media organization is

responsible for the journalist’s travel expenses, inciden-
tals and salary during the two-day fellowship.

To learn more about MCO, visit www.mco.edu.
To learn more about the Department of Biochemistry
and Cancer Biology, visit http://www.mco.edu/depts/
biochem/index.html.

To apply for the fellowship, send a cover letter,
one-page resume, a letter from a supervisor in support
of the application and three samples of work in its origi-
nal medium to Matt Lockwood, associate director of
public relations, Medical College of Ohio, Mulford
Library, Room 245, Toledo, OH 43614.

For more information, contact him at 419-383-
5145 or mlockwood@mco.edu.

The application deadline is January 14, 2005. Ex-
act dates of  the fellowship are negotiable.


