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President’s Column
By Barbara Cochran

My first memories of television con-
jure up two completely different im-
ages: Howdy Doody and the Repub-
lican National Convention. When my 
family purchased our first television set, 
those instantly became my two favorite 
programs. 

Being a Howdy Doody fan was not 
unusual. Like most kids in those years, 
I loved Buffalo Bob and the way he 
opened the show: “What time is it? It’s 
Howdy Doody time!”

But becoming enamored with the 
Republican show was rather strange for 
a young child. It happened while my 
grandfather, a Taft conservative from 
Ohio, was visiting our home in Texas 
that summer. He was riveted by the tele-
vised battle for the nomination between 
his home state hero Sen. Robert Taft 
and Gen. Dwight D. Eisenhower. 

I adored my grandfather so I sat right 
next to him in front of the set. I didn’t 
understand what was going on but it 
looked pretty exciting and was certainly 
a big deal for my grandfather, who was 
crushed when Ike beat Taft. I also didn’t 
realize I was witnessing a technologi-
cal revolution. Television had come to 
presidential politics and things would 
never be the same.

That early experience left its mark 
on me. I continued to be fascinated by 
politics, but as an observer, not a partici-
pant. Later on, when I chose journal-
ism as a career, politics was my specialty 
and I loved election years. The thrill of 
attending conventions never wore off, 
even though modern day conventions 

can hardly match those earlier ones for 
drama.

Now another technology is chang-
ing politics and journalists need to keep 
pace. As Deborah Potter reports in this 
month’s cover story, candidates are go-
ing online and so are news organiza-
tions. Because of the digital revolution, 
Election 2008 will be unlike any oth-
er. For news organizations wanting to 
ramp up interactivity and engage citi-
zen journalists, election coverage offers 
a great opportunity. You can learn how 
others are using their digital platforms 
to extend, enrich and deepen their po-
litical coverage. If you are innovating 
online with your election coverage, let  
RTNDA know about it, because we 
will be tracking this trend all through 
the year.

RTNDA has another election- 
related project for 2008, a project called 
Sunshine Campaign. The idea comes 
from the organizers of Sunshine Week, 
a national effort to raise public aware-
ness of the importance of open gov-

ernment. RTNDA and many of our 
members have participated in Sunshine 
Week for the past three years with on air 
and online stories, interviews and public 
service announcements. We’re planning 
a similar effort for Sunshine Week next 
year, March 16-22.

But rather than limiting our efforts to 
one week, the Sunshine Week coalition 
sees the election year as an opportunity 
to make issues of open government, se-
crecy and access part of the campaign 
debate. News organizations go to great 
lengths to get candidates on the record 
about all kinds of issues, from health in-
surance to immigration to national se-
curity policy. Why not find out where 
candidates stand on open government? 
And then, once they have taken a stand, 
why not collect those views for the 
public to see and evaluate? What better 
way to raise public awareness of open 
government than to explore those issues 
during an election campaign?

To answer these questions, the Sun-
shine Week coalition is compiling a Web 
database that will include the open gov-
ernment positions of candidates running 
for president and Congress. Coalition 
leaders say the aim “is a one-of-a-kind 
repository that will inform voters on 
where candidates stand, and will serve as 
a touchstone for measuring the winning 
candidates’ performance in office.”

RTNDA members and other jour-
nalists are in the perfect position to 
help with this project. Over the next 
12 months, many of you will have the 
chance to grill candidates in interviews, 
debates and town-hall meetings. These 
are golden opportunities to ask what 
could be some of the most important 
questions of the campaign.

The Sunshine Week coalition has draft-
ed some suggested questions, including:

1. What is your philosophy of gov-
ernment openness? How important is it 
to American democracy?

2. According to a recent survey, two-
thirds of the American people believe 
that the federal government is some-

Add a Little Sunshine 
To Election 2008
From the coalition that brings you Sunshine 
Week each March, new efforts to make open 
government a campaign issue.
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what or very secretive. Do you agree or 
disagree? How would you try to change 
the situation?

3.  Do you support a federal report-
er’s privilege of the type proposed in the 
Free Flow of Information Act? If not, 
what are your objections?

4.  Citizens can see and hear the ac-
tions of Congress and the Executive 
Branch through television and radio 
coverage. Do you think the federal ju-
diciary should also be open to the public 
through television and radio? 

5.  Should citizens be able to see 
and hear the actions of the Supreme 
Court through live television and ra-
dio coverage? 

You can think of many more ques-
tions along these lines. If and when you 
get the answers, you can e-mail clips or 
transcripts to president@rtnda.org and 

we will share them with Sunshine Cam-
paign, where they will be displayed in a 
searchable database.

You can also take the same approach 
for candidates in state or local races, 
where openness is as big an issue as it 
is at the federal level. You can devise a 
simple grid for your website and make 
the answers available to your communi-
ty.  You can also invite the community to 
ask questions about access and secrecy, 
and post the responses they get. 

Journalists have always approached 
election campaigns as neutral observers, 
reporting on campaign issues but never 
taking sides. So it may seem unusual 
to ask questions about issues in which 
journalists have a stake.

But open government is not a par-
tisan issue. The key bills in Congress—
the OPEN Government Act to reform 

the Freedom of Information Act, the 
Free Flow of Information Act to cre-
ate a federal reporter’s privilege and the 
Sunshine in the Courtroom Act to al-
low federal judges open their courts to 
cameras and microphones—all have bi-
partisan support. 

There’s one more important reason 
for the Sunshine Campaign: It’s not just 
journalists who should care about these 
issues. This is really all about the pub-
lic’s right to information about what the 
government and government officials are 
doing. Without a free flow of informa-
tion to the public, government account-
ability is lost and democracy is stifled. 

As we say in our Sunshine Week 
public service announcements, “It’s your 
right to know.” That’s a slogan that can 
stand up all year round.—Barbara Cochran 
may be reached at president@rtnda.org. 






