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 When Sinclair Broadcasting aired "A POW Story: Politics, Pressure and the Media," it 

assumed that its production of this special was a newsworthy documentary worthy of being 

carried by its affiliate television stations.  I will examine the implications of this on journalism, 

local station management, federal election law, and FCC regulations. 

 During the 2004 presidential campaign and just weeks before the election, ordinary 

citizens decried the potential airing of "Stolen Honor," a critical exposé produced by "journalist" 

Carlton Sherwood on Sen. John Kerry's wartime activities.  The "documentary" centered on 

Kerry's Vietnam War experience and on his post-war comments deemed harmful to American 

prisoners of war.  Sinclair denied it ever planned on airing the film, as public criticism mounted.  

Sinclair's deniability led to the hastily produced "POW Story" which Sinclair claimed to be a 

news special, making it exempt from the federal equal time provisions. 

 Sinclair's pressure on its local affiliates were an example of what FCC commissioner 

Michael Copps saw as the abuse of big media on our democratic process.  Sinclair's hiding 

behind its self-serving First Amendment concerns is just shallow pretense in the eyes of ordinary 

citizens and media watchdogs. 

 

Journalism: Fair or Unbalanced 

 The concerns of Sinclair's decision to air "POW Story" carried serious implications on 

journalism integrity in an age of increasing cynicism toward the press.  The problems of 

concentrated media ownership and its impact on local station management must be examined 

and reviewed.  Finally, the ability of our democratic process to be free of blatant manipulation of 

facts presented as news is critical to an analysis of Sinclair's decisions to resist pressure to not 

show this "news" special. 
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 Baltimore Sun editor Paul Moore said in his column following the broadcast of "POW 

Story" that the media did not defend "the principle of journalistic independence in this bitterly 

fought campaign season."  This conspiracy of silence by the media goes to the heart of the 

conflict between large media corporations and the integrity of the press.  Given that this debate 

began during an intensely bitter presidential campaign is even more cause for concern that 

objectivity of the press has been manipulated by larger financial interests. 

 Whether the decision to air "POW Story" was made to placate criticism against any 

proposed airing of "Stolen Honor" does not justify Sinclair as an honest broker of news.  In fact, 

the "documentary" Sinclair produced was much less propaganda than "Stolen Honor", but still 

falls quite short of being deemed newsworthy.  Sinclair took a politically-motivated report and 

constructed an entire program around it to give it the legitimacy it lacked. 

 Sinclair's attempts to balance its reporting with the offering of equal time to Sen. Kerry 

cannot render its program deserving of federal equal time requirements.  Equal time for news 

programs do not require equal time for candidates when it is "a bona fide news documentary".  

"A POW Story" can be argued to be a news program, regardless of how poor its production and 

news value.  Sinclair's attempts to include Kerry in its "news" program was such a disguised 

attempt to "balance" its report with the senator's presence, to give it instant credibility and ratings 

success.  The senator's refusal to participate in the program should not be seen as his acceptance 

of the facts that were presented.  Kerry simply tried to stay above the fray, to stay on focus, in his 

campaign during the days preceding the election.  Sinclair's arbitrariness of what it deemed to be 

a serious issue, that is Kerry's Vietnam record, should be seen as what it truly is–agenda setting. 
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Local management's hands tied? 

 The Sinclair Group's decision to require its affiliate "A POW Story" put station managers 

in a difficult position.  Responsible to its local viewers and advertisers uncomfortable with the 

controversy surrounding this issue, station managers also had to answer to Sinclair's ownership if 

they pulled the plug on the program.  Since many of these stations rely on Sinclair's News 

Central for their very news departments, many were hesitant to cross the line by criticizing 

corporate management. 

 Station managers must look at the financial implications for any decisions they make.  

The loss of ratings and ad revenue for which they are primarily responsible for must be their 

chief concern.  Ultimately, a decision to pre-empt the airing of a Sinclair broadcast must be 

supported by sound rationale in addition to journalistic and broadcasting integrity.  If a station 

manager can rely on public outcry, complaints from advertisers and media observers when 

considering pre-emption that decision should be supported by corporate interests.  Otherwise, the 

local affiliate will lose all credibility in its local market, and further fail to serve the public 

interest. 

 For station managers who may have felt they could not contravene Sinclair's mandated 

airing of "A POW Story" but felt the program did not meet their standard of journalism, other 

alternatives can be considered.  Stations could devote local airtime following the network 

program to presenting a debate between candidate's representatives.  In this case, local campaign 

mangers for the Kerry and Bush camps could have addressed some of the questions raised in the 

program, but be interviewed by local reporters.  Or in this case, representatives of local veterans' 

groups could have been invited to debate the controversy over Kerry's and Bush's Vietnam 
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records.  That would have given local credibility to the station for responsible reporting and 

shielded it from further criticism over airing "A POW Story." 

 Another avenue that station managers could use would be to sell competing campaign 

airtime during the program to show the local audience fairness to all sides.  The apparent passive 

management decision of Fox 66 to air mostly public service announcements and a single 

campaign commercial seemed to show indecision and poor planning.  A more aggressive 

approach to selling ad time would at least meet the demands of an audience more likely to vote 

regardless of how it would react to "A POW Story." 

 The most important consideration by any station manager is to include all management 

personnel in the decision-making process.  The news department should be an integral part of 

any response, even it views a network program as lacking serious journalistic integrity.  An 

appropriate local response will at least enhance the local station's credibility as a trusted news 

source.  The advertising department must also be consulted since the regular program revenue 

stream will be disrupted and negatively impacted by a network decision to pre-empt popular 

programming for a "news" special.  As I've already suggested, this could at least be an 

opportunity to sell more time to local political candidates, even offering discounted rates to those 

candidates in need of more exposure.  Again, this would enhance the local station's station 

perception of fairness and credibility. 

 

Federal legal concerns 

 The equal time provisions of Section 315 were abused by Sinclair's claim of "A POW 

Story" being a legitimate news documentary.  First Amendment concerns, although not 

specifically raised by Sinclair, must still be applied in favor of the media.  The program that 
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Sinclair aired is fodder for serious criticism for its value and shallow attempt at balanced 

reporting, but Sinclair still must be allowed a certain leeway to air its quasi-news special as it 

deems fit.   

However, Sinclair should have been required to include a lengthy disclaimer recognizing 

the public controversy over "A POW Story" and identifying that elements of the program were 

produced by political operatives, and not by its own reporters.  Instead, Sinclair defiantly 

defended its First Amendment right to air the program without asserting why it even deserved 

First Amendment protection, let alone the scrutiny of federal election laws.  If former FCC 

chairman Michael Powell believed in Sinclair's inalienable right to broadcast "A POW Story,"  I 

believe the commission should have at least required a legal disclaimer on FCC and FEC 

regulations.  That would at least alert viewers to the recognition that the program was treading on 

thin ice, and raised issues worthy of future public and legislative debate. 

 

Conclusion 

 Station managers concerned with future dilemmas imposed by corporate media interests 

can expect controversial decisions to be made again.  The environment of media concentration 

and political influence can be expected to influence local management.  The task for station 

managers is to be ready and prepared for such contingencies.  Advance planning and 

communication at all levels of management can prepare station managers to handle such ethical 

dilemmas as Sinclair's decision to carry "A POW Story."  Such programs in the future may not 

be campaign-related, as political and corporate conflict can result in controversial decisions at 

any time. 
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 Careful planning and integration of station's management, personnel and resources can 

lead to effective decision-making, strong leadership and enhanced credibility for station 

management at a time when local management is most threatened by group media ownership and 

a decreased focus on community concerns. 

 Station managers must know the political and social leanings of the markets they work in, 

and be quick to mount a counter campaign to diffuse criticism away from the station and toward 

the corporate interests.  If managers have to defy corporate programming interests, a strong 

offense must be shown in the unity of the community, the station and especially in the 

convictions of the station manager. 

  

 

 

 

 

  

  

  

 


