Chapter 12 Opener

The Duke Lacrosse Scandal

Public relations is part of a district attorney’s job.  As the chief prosecutor of his county, he’s expected to inform the community about local crime and how the laws are being enforced.  And as an elected official, he’s expected to communicate to voters that he’s doing a good job.

And then there’s the case of Michael B. Nifong.  Perhaps no case illustrates better how a public official can misuse public relations activities to mislead a gullible press.

The Duke scandal started in March 2006 when a young black woman reported that she had been gang raped by three members of the Duke Lacrosse team.  She had been hired as a stripper for a team party that turned ugly and the rape, she said, occurred in the bathroom of the house where the party was held.


Durham DA Mike Nifong immediately began giving media interviews, stating that he believed the rape had, indeed, occurred, and that he believed it had been racially motivated.  The victim, he said, had also been beaten, kicked and strangled.  He stated that the defendants had been identified in a photo line-up.  He claimed the defendants were not cooperating in the investigation.  In fact, he insisted that the entire lacrosse team was hiding behind a "stone wall of silence." 

The media quickly latched onto the news hook:  rich, white jocks from an elite university had brutalized a black single mother from a cross-town black college who was trying to make ends meet moonlighting as an exotic dancer.  It was a story custom-made for 24-hour news coverage.  As one reporter explained,  
It was too delicious a story.  It conformed too well to too many preconceived notions of too many in the press: white over black, rich over poor, athletes over non-athletes, men over women, educated over non-educated.  That's a package of sins that really fit the preconceptions of a lot of us."

When three members of the team were arrested and charged with rape and kidnapping, the news coverage was nonstop.   But there was much that the reports missed.  They failed to mention, for example:

--that Nifong was in the middle of a tough campaign for district attorney, for which he needed the support of the African-American community. 
--that the photo lineup Nifong referred to in his interviews was hopelessly flawed.  It contained only pictures of members of the Lacrosse team, with no “dummy” pictures that could prove that the witness was mistaken.  It was a lineup that guaranteed that three members of the team would be picked out.

--that Nifong had withheld DNA evidence that proved that no team members were among the multiple men that the accuser had sex with on the day of the reported attack.

--that the accuser had changed her story several times, and most of the versions were not supported by the other dancer who was with her at the party.

--that team members, rather than hiding behind a “wall of silence,” had in fact voluntarily given statements, taken DNA tests, and offered to take polygraph tests.

-- that the accuser showed no bruises or injuries.
--that Nifong had never actually interviewed the accuser himself.

The news reports failed to mention these things because Nifong had done a good job of public relations, and a terrible job as district attorney.

In April of 2007, a full year after the three students were arrested, the State Attorney General announced that all charges against them had been dropped and that "based on the significant inconsistencies between the evidence and the various accounts given by the accusing witness, we believe these three individuals are innocent of these charges."
 

When the media started to get the story right, Nifong insisted the defense was engaging in a smear campaign against him.  But this time the spin didn’t work.  He was forced to resign and was subsequently disbarred.
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� North Carolina Attorney General Roy Cooper, in a public statement broadcast on CNN and all other news channels on April 11, 2007.





