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SPORTS
THIS BUD'S OUT TO SILENCE MEDIA
BOB RAISSMAN
   MAJOR League Baseball was a $3 billion industry last year. Compared to some conglomerates, MLB is worth chump change. But no other industry gets the massive amount of media coverage baseball receives from TV, radio and newspapers.
  Forget about how the electronic media cover baseball and focus on newspapers. Each paper has a beat writer traveling with a team. Then there are sidebar writers who are added to the mix. Baseball columnists and general sports columnists cover teams at home and on the road. The pictures in the papers come courtesy of staff 
photographers.
   In New York, the amount of personnel is doubled because there are two teams to cover from spring training into the regular season and, if the Yankees and Mets perform well, through the postseason. Every day, all the newspapers put out a package of comprehensive coverage.
  For MLB, this is all free publicity. The kind of coverage commissioner Bud Selig cannot buy. The kind of coverage, whether it be positive or negative, that sells newspapers and baseball.

  The only "cost" for baseball is issuing credentials to reporters and photographers covering the game. Now, Selig wants to put controls on this coverage. His targets are newspaper photographers and the newspaper business. In order to get working press credentials, Selig wants newspapers to sign a contract that, among other things, would limit how many photographs can be sent out to newspaper Internet sites during a game.
  The contract would also regulate how game photographs can be used after they have appeared in a newspaper.
  The contract requires photos from games be used, "only in connection with news coverage of, or magazines, books and stories about the games." Newspapers would not be allowed to use their own game pictures on T-shirts, coffee mugs or other paraphernalia sold to the public. These items are used to promote newspapers facing stiff competition in a tough business.
  These provisions are the result of recent negotiations between MLB and lawyers for major newspapers. The original contract MLB presented newspapers was more onerous. While the newspapers and MLB have seemed to reach a compromise, this whole situation is problematic.
  Selig has enough trouble running baseball. Now, he and his lackeys are going to try running newspapers, too? MLB is using a media credential as a hammer to prevent newspapers from doing their business. The original purpose of a credential was to allow reporters and photographers to cover a game.
  Selig is using the credential to advance MLB's own business agenda. This is nothing more than a money grab - a stab at a new revenue stream for MLB.
  The transmission clause in the contract is all about Selig protecting MLB's Internet business. Last season, the commissioner hailed MLB's Internet operation as a potential gold mine for baseball. But baseball sources say MLB's Internet business is already losing millions. No wonder Selig is in a desperate hunt for new sources of dough.
  Selig had no concern for sports editors, nor did he consult with them before trying to impose the contract. The Daily News found out about it about a week before Opening Day when a messenger went to Yankee Stadium to pick up media credentials. The messenger was presented with the contract and told to sign it. He didn't.
  Newspaper editors around the country will have to decide if they are going to approve this contract. I would not. Over the years, the rights of reporters and photographers - in terms of access - have been eroded, sacrificed to TV networks who pay big bucks to air baseball games.
  THESE NETWORKS, whether it be Fox, which will pay baseball $2.5 billion over six years, or MSG, which is paying the Yankees $52 million in a one-year deal, do not serve the public as independent reporters. They are partners of MLB.
  If newspaper editors agree to Selig's contract, they may find themselves collaborators in their own demise when it comes to covering baseball. I know how the deal works. Giving in to Selig will only embolden MLB suits.
  Pictures on T-shirts is only the beginning. How long until a credential is revoked over a muckraking story?

