Investigations on ten minutes a day

Nancy Amons-investigative reporter-Guest Faculty Poynter

You’re a general assignment reporter; you can’t spend three weeks or three months working on one story.  How can you work on a story a little bit at a time, and keep track of what you’re working on?  You plant seeds, come back and tend them, water them, weed, and then when it’s harvest time, you are ready to harvest. 

The pier Diem story is an example of “plant seeds, harvest later.”

I did this story a little bit at a time, until I was ready to shoot and edit, which took one and half or two days. Government spending stories do well at ratings time. They’re a hit with viewers and with bosses. 

I came upon the story by accident. I had a tip that an employee in one department spent a huge amount traveling.  I didn’t want to invest time and money doing surveillance – that’s time consuming and expensive. So I went to a database to see if it was true (a good investigative tip: if you want to look at a government employee, but not tip your hand, ask for the ENTIRE database of expense reports, not just that one person’s). The initial tip wasn’t true, but I found a bunch of other stories. I spent ten minutes a day laying the groundwork on each of them. One of them was the per diem story. 

Day one:  ten minutes: make a few phone calls to find out who keeps this kind of data and where you can get it. Make up a written request for the data. 

Day two, two weeks later: you get the data. Spend ten minutes looking it over. 

Day three: spend ten more minutes doing some sorts and queries. You notice that there is a field that says per diem. Sort to see who has the highest per diem. You notice they are local people. That’s odd. 

	Name
	Amount
	Dept
	Item

	ROY B HERRON
	$129.00
	STATE SENATE
	PER DIEM COSTS

	WILLIAM H BONER
	$258.00
	HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES
	PER DIEM COSTS

	EDDIE YOUNG
	$25.00
	REGULATORY SERVICES
	PER DIEM COSTS

	FRANK BUCK
	$129.00
	STATE SENATE
	PER DIEM COSTS

	RONNIE M COLE
	$387.00
	HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES
	PER DIEM COSTS

	DENNIS ROACH
	$258.00
	HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES
	PER DIEM COSTS

	EUGENE E DAVIDSON
	$129.00
	HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES
	PER DIEM COSTS

	JOHN N FORD
	$258.00
	STATE SENATE
	PER DIEM COSTS

	JOYCE B HASSELL
	$258.00
	HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES
	PER DIEM COSTS


Day four: ten minutes: make a phone call or two at the legislature to find out what regulations govern per diems. You won’t include this in your story, but you need to know. 

Day five: ten minutes. From the state’s web page, get the home addresses of all the legislators. Open Mapquest (used to be my favorite, isn’t anymore) or Googlemaps and plot the distance between their home and the capitol. 

Day six:  Here is your full or half day of shooting.  This is the first time you are tying up a photographer. Go to the legislature on a day when you are likely to see the people you want to see, and ask them why they accept a per diem for hotel and meals when they live so close. 

Day seven: Another full day. Write your script. Turn in your graphics to the graphics department. Shoot stand-ups or find “color” or B-roll  to finish your story. Your photographer/editor starts his work. 

In all, you and a photographer have spent only two full days where you are “out of service” for GA. Then you are able to turn in a good story. 

You were able to do this because you invested a few ten minutes a day on your story until you nailed it down. 

Keys for successful seeding and planting:

Set aside time every day

Don’t promise the story to the desk until it’s far along

Get a photojournalist to buy into the project

Enlist the help of graphics dept 

Warn the desk early if your story will run longer than normal length

Give promotions a heads-up

One of my colleagues at WSMV did a similar story, “Driving Mr. Naifeh” using this technique. 

Dennis Ferrier had someone give him documents showing how much overtime one trooper made by driving the speaker of the house around. 

Some advice from Dennis: 

“Do not commit to the story until you are ready to go with it.” He says, “I was basically stealing a half hour a day to get a jump on this story. Half hour in the morning, made my calls, made my requests, allowed all of it to trickle in. Keep your editors off your back until you are ready to go. I even ran out and shot things on light days because I knew I didn’t want to try to shoot everything in one day. I did insist on a day to write. If it’s great, how can they argue with you about that extra day? You are finally in the driver’s seat.”

One day, he requested the complete payroll documents for a year’s time from the Department of Safety. They were ready in a few days. He requested the trooper’s expense reports another day. He waited until he knew the speaker would be at the capitol, and spent part of a day with a photographer getting pictures of the driver and an interview with the speaker. When the story was just about ready, he worked with his photographer on the graphics. Viola. It was a big hit. The AP picked it up. 

Don’t get frustrated because you don’t get eight hours straight to work exclusively on one story. Chip away at it.  Think of it as planting seeds. You plant, you water, and they germinate. You weed, you come back later.  Sometimes you have to work a story until it’s ready to pick. Start way ahead of the ratings period. Work on several stories at the same time.

What are some simple but effective stories that can be done in ten minutes a day? Mine your own beat, or on a government beat. I like covering government because there is so much public record available.  Viewers also love government stories because they like to know where their tax money is going. Many of my favorite government spending stories start with a simple database. You can explore the data at the end of the day during your ten minutes. You can work privately without people knowing what you are working on. 

QUICK INVESTIGATIVE STORIES YOU CAN DO IN ANY MARKET

Expense reports

Look at state officials, city leaders, look at the port authority, the airport authority, public universities, the electric, and water and gas companies if they are public, hospital authorities. Look at federal government as well and quasi-governmental agencies. I worked on a series of stories at TVA using the “ten minutes a day” method. I spent ten minutes a day filing FOIAS and eight months later, when they all came in, I had many good stories:  executives wining and dining themselves on $75 veal chops and $200 dollar bottles of wine. 

Who’s flying in the state, or city, or university planes? 

(ask to review the logs – better yet – spreadsheets if they are available) 

We found members of the Board of Regents using two or three state planes to go to meetings across the state. They were bringing wives and family members and it tied up extra seats. 

Homeland Security

How has the money been spent locally? Is the money stuck in a pipeline? (If you want to do this story, there are some good government audits you should read. Start with the Government Accountability Office. 

Pay raises and overtime

Get a new spreadsheet every year of state and local government salaries. Who gets the biggest pay increases? Who’s not in the database from one year to the next? (These might be good sources for you). When you ask for the spreadsheet, ask them to include phone numbers and office locations. It’s a great rolodex. And if there’s ever an emergency in the building, like a hostage situation at a university recently, you’ve got the phone numbers of everyone on that floor.  Overtime – who’s working the most overtime and why? Are some employees doubling their salaries by making so much extra money? 

Cell Phones and Gas cards

Ask the city, state, and local agencies for spreadsheets or print outs of the highest cell phone users or the highest gas cards. There’s usually a hidden story in there somewhere. The cell phone database is also great to have for your daily reporting. Want to find the finance administrator after hours for a breaking story? You’ve got his cell phone number. 

Gas inspectors

Contact your state’s division of weights and measures and ask to go out with the people who inspect gas pumps. Who’s cheating the customer by shorting the amount of gas you get? Is the grade you pay for really the grade you get? This can be a data story or you can ask for a list of violators. A good and timely quick-hit.  

Prison Zip codes

Are there certain zip codes in your viewing area where parolees end up in high numbers?

Jeremy Finley did this story after hearing the term from police. He did a little research at a time. On three different Fridays, he met with the Board of Probation and Parole. He shot and edited the story in two days.

Workplace safety

OSHA and state governments track which companies have the most safety violations.  Ask for data, or request a print-out, of the companies who’ve had the most problems. Check to see if they ever paid their fines. It’s routine for fines to be bargained down for pennies on the dollar. 

www.osha.gov. To look at specific companies..   http://www.osha.gov/oshstats/index.html.

Environmental stories: 

Pollution from large hog and chicken farms. Check the Dept of Agriculture and the Dept of Health or Environment to see how these are regulated. Are neighbors complaining? 

We used mapping software to look at the clusters of chicken farms that were opening up around chicken processing plants. 

Problem homebuilders  
You no doubt get a few complaints about someone whose house floods, or has quality problems. Go to the state’s board of licensing contractors and ask which companies have had the most complaints. 

Consumer schemes and scams

Don’t forget to make period calls to state agencies that investigate consumer complaints and to the BBB. Which companies, or categories, have had the most complaints? How can people protect themselves?

DUI’s
Who are the chronic offenders and why don’t they stay in jail very long? Ask the court system or the state department of safety to create a database for you of all the people with five or more DUI’s. It will amaze you. Follow one family through the court system.  

Speed demons and parking scofflaws 

Who gets the most speeding tickets?  Use city traffic ticket data to find chronic violators. Go to traffic court to find some interesting case studies. Ask the city for data or a print-out of the worse parking violators. We found state workers were among the worst violators. They were too lazy to walk two blocks or ride the free shuttle to the state parking lot, so they parked outside their building and racked up hundreds of dollar’s worth of parking tickets.

Political contributions and PACS

When an issue is hot, find out who’s pulling the strings of elected officials. Follow the money. Are Political Action Committees making big contributions to sway legislation? Look at pharmaceutical and tobacco companies – where are they spending their money? 

Develop the investigative mindset, and develop the data mindset. Whenever you interview a public official, or even private citizens, ask, are there any stories you think we should be doing?  When you are doing ANY story, think, is there data that I can ask for that I can use on deadline, or that will help me spot trends? 

 Get stories to come to YOU.  File Google Alerts to watch your favorite topics. I file Google alerts for public officials I want to track, and for TVA. I subscribe to the GAO reports, the FDA newsletter, and others. 

Audits: find out if the state or city auditors, or comptroller’s office, can send you an e-mail alert with a link to their just-released audits. Nine of out ten of them might be dull, but there is usually a gem in there somewhere. In one recent audit of the Finance and Administration department, I read that TennCare’s computer system was so bad, its systems of checks and balances so out of balance, that TennCare had inadvertently sent a hospital a check for eight million dollars when it really owed them under a hundred dollars. You will pick up quick-hit tidbits by reading these audits and comptroller’s office reports. Make friends with the auditors. They are excited when anyone reads their work. Ask them to lead you to the underlying documents. Who has a copy of that eight-million dollar check? 

This is part of what you can do in your ten-minutes a day.  In the morning, before the morning meeting, or while you are waiting for your editor to finish your script, read the e-mailed story tips that have washed up on your shore. You have planted the seeds. You are ready to harvest your crop. 

Another way to get stories to come to you is to promote a tip line on your station and on your station’s website. “If you have a story to tell the I-Team, send Nancy a note”.  I get a great many tips this way. People feel safe and anonymous. If you have a story you can’t work on right now, tell the people you’re interested in hearing more about it. Every time you get a new tidbit, file it in your long-range story notes. 

Don’t reinvent the wheel.  Turn to others who have done the story before. (IRE, NICAR.) Read EXTRA EXTRA!  www.ire.org
Join IRE. It’s about 40 dollars a year.  Use IRE tip sheets. Call or e-mail people who’ve done the story before. If you can’t travel to conferences, buy the MP-3 file of a lecture on a topic or beat you’re interested in. Listen to it in your car on your way to work. 

Want to be an investigative reporter full-time? You will get more time later if you prove you are worthy. No news director can afford to take the risk of giving unproven reporter weeks to work on a story only to see it collapse. He’ll get fired. 

Invest your own time if you have to.  It will pay off in the end. Trish Thompson has a great handout. Get in early, do some preliminary work on your own time if you need to to convince your bosses you are a good investment. You get time to work on projects by proving that you can turn good stories with the time given. 

Staying organized – use Microsoft’s Folder system  

If you are going to work on a lot of stories in ten minutes a day, you will need a way to not lose track of them. Here are some hints for staying organized;

Use the folder system. It’s on your PC already if you are using Microsoft Windows. Go to My Documents.  Open a new folder. Name it what you want. Create sub-folders within that folder.  

For example, you might open a “City Government” folder. The sub-folders might be “Budget”, “Personnel database”, “Internal Audits,” “Possible stories”, etc.  This is where you keep notes about a story, copies of articles you want to save, data or photos you may have accumulated. If there’s a folder you want very quick access to, create a shortcut to it and put it on your desktop. Make a to-do list as a word file so that when you go back to look at a story after a while, or if you have only a few minutes, it’s a quick way to remind yourself what you were working on, and what to do the next time you have ten minutes. 

Don’t throw stuff away. Old notes are your friend. Old tips are your friend. They will give you a cumulative idea of what to work on. I bet I get two tips a month about problems with the child support system. Keep them. When it’s time to do a story about the child support system, you’ve got a file of people you can contact. And, if there is breaking news, say, an audit comes out that says the child support system is awful, you’ve got a crop of interviewees ripe for picking. 

So PLANT SEEDS for stories you want to work on later. Nurture them from time to time. Stay organized. Harvest when ripe. 

