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MEDIA, MLB AT ODDS OVER CREDENTIALS
ANGELO BRUSCAS  P-I columnist
SPORTS BUSINESS: MARINERS OPENING NIGHT
   MEMBERS OF THE newspaper media covered the opening game between the Seattle Mariners and Oakland Athletics under protest last night. Newspapers from coast to coast  played hardball, too.
  Under new requirements for obtaining team credentials, Major League Baseball made up new rules for how the game is to be covered. The revised rules had the Seattle Post-Intelligencer crying foul in unison with the likes of the New York Times,  Dallas Morning News, Detroit Free Press,  San Francisco Chronicle and  San Jose Mercury-News.
   The new policies effectively would limit how often and when news outlets can transmit game information or images, specifically photographs, while a game is in progress.
  Though there was plenty of backsliding and politicking over the policies, the main issues last night were whether MLB as a whole could enforce rights to purchase prints of any published photograph after paying out-of-pocket costs for the film or reproduction. The prints could then be used by teams for news-coverage purposes, which means that news outlets could effectively be competing with themselves.
  Also, the news groups would have to sign away the rights and licenses to use of their names or the likeness of any of their members in any broadcast, telecast or photograph taken in connection with games.
  "Until these concerns are remedied, I regret I still am not authorized to sign this document," said a letter of protest from Pete Wevurski,  P-I executive sports editor.
  Dan Cunningham, assistant managing editor of the Houston Chronicle and chairman of the Associated Press Sports Editors access / credentials committee, said  18 major newspapers signed a letter of protest over the new policies last week, and that many more had joined the effort by yesterday.
  "To our knowledge, most of the major papers are declining to sign," Cunningham said.

  Both The News Tribune and Seattle Times have signed.
  Although he knew of no papers that refused to cover games yesterday, Cunningham indicated such an event could happen if the policies are not amended.
  "Major League Baseball has told us they are revising them again," he said. "So far, most newspapers are just doing day passes."

  Cunningham noted that some clubs, such as the Houston Astros, have not asked that the policies be signed by individual news outlets. Though the Mariners have made the conditions part of this season's media credential applications, Cunningham stressed the impetus is coming solely from Major League Baseball.
  What's behind the effort to control how private news groups cover baseball? Cunningham believes it's part of a new push by MLB to develop its Web casts of live games via the Internet.

  "I've talked to (MLB) several times, and I have never received a good explanation," Cunningham said. "It seems as if they just wanted to see if they could do it."
  In the past, the National Hockey League and NASCAR both tried to limit and restrict information from news groups, but the policies were pulled back almost as fast as they were issued. Lawyers yesterday were huddled with MLB officials in an effort to end the dispute. But don't expect the media to accept anything less than the status quo.
  "We won't sign any document that signs away our content," said Associated Press Sports Editors president Tim Burke, assistant managing editor of sports for the Palm Beach Post.
  ONLINE FLAP: Cunningham's suspicion that baseball is clamping down on news transmissions to bolster its own product is based on MLB's new three-year, $20 million partnership with Seattle-based RealNetworks. The deal for Internet audio and video rights  mandates that viewers pay a subscription fee to access broadcasts of games on the Internet,  something many users had been able to access free of charge until this season.
  Under the RealNetworks deal, fans now subscribe to about 4,000 broadcasts either through real.com for $4.95 a month, using RealPlayerPlus and its premium audio and video, or through mlb.com, using standard RealPlayer software at $9.95 a season. The fees already have drawn the ire of some Mariners fans, who complained last week on local talk-radio shows. Nationwide, there is growing doubt about the ramifications.
  "The thing I like about the Web is that it really fuels and builds community as a link of information," said Dan Migala, a Chicago-based Internet and sports analyst and author of "Web Sports Marketing." "Major League Baseball definitely has some bumps to work 
through."
  Migala noted that baseball has tried to soften the cost of the service by providing a one-time $10 coupon that can be used at the mlb.com team store. But he adds that commissioner Bud Selig, baseball owners and MLB Advanced Media are striving to find new revenue 
streams.
  Migala said he believes the service will take time for fans to get used to, and that most will still turn to traditional sources, such as radio and TV.  The biggest customers will be  fans a continent away who have no other way to keep up with their favorite teams.
