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The New hybrid: Reporter/Photographer

Like jugglers on the Ed Sullivan Show, reporters may be thrown another ball to keep in the air while doing their jobs: taking photos. Citing the need for more "flexibility," Tribune management is insisting that the people who supply the words may also be required to supply the pictures. At Tuesday’s bargaining session, Editor Tim Franklin insisted that management wants to "supplement" the work of the Sun photo department "not replace it."

He envisioned s reporter grabbing a camera on the way out the door to get the occasional head shot or covering for a photographer who is not yet on the scene. But how many times in recent months have we received a Harris message from the photo assigning editor warning that the department is already booked days in advance? If a staff photographer can’t shoot an assignment, who will?

Unfortunately, the company’s answer is to replace a trained professional with a well-meaning amateur. As Guild member and staff photographer Liz Malby said, "You don’t go to your heart surgeon and ask him to take out a brain tumor."

While management argues that the photo department has lost fewer people in recent years when compared to metro, sports or features, it fails to acknowledge that two photographers have been siphoned off to the Sun Rising team and two have been assigned to the video team. It also fails to acknowledge that positions on the photo editing desk have been filled with photo technicians who have received no additional compensation for their expanded duties. 

What does it mean to carry a camera in addition to a notebook? In the case of breaking news—or covering for a photographer who hasn’t arrived on the scene, in Tim Franklin’s words—it means juggling the responsibility of tracking down facts, quotes and color with the added duty of taking usable images in often chaotic situations. Something has to give and it’s quality. Speaking of quality, there’s a serious question about the quality of the cameras we’ll grab as we head out the door. If the recent purchase of $90 video cameras with lousy sound quality and battery life (and no instruction manuals) is any indication, management is signaling its willingness to publish photos that look as if they were shot from NASA’s Voyager II.

Carrying a camera also means learning how to use it. Despite management’s claim that it is committed to training, let’s have a show of hands of those of you who received a new piece of equipment and were told by way of instruction, "take it home and play with it." Translation: “learn to use this on nights and weekends—your own time."

Management also seems to be overlooking the reality of what happens after the picture is taken. In the new rush to get things up on the Sun web site, that means reporters are going to have to have a means to download photos to their laptop (what, you all don’t have laptops?), edit them down to one or two images, write captions and transmit those images back to the newsroom (on those broadband cards you’ve all been issued). While you spend a half-hour or so on these new duties, the news event may still be unfolding. 

Too bad there aren’t two of you. Oh, wait, there used to be two—a reporter and a photographer—back in the good old days.
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