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 Imagine, in the aftermath of the Sandy Hook shooting, journalists are trying to 

localize the Connecticut tragedy.  In one newspaper, The Journal News, the editors are 

struggling with a possible ethical conundrum.  Huddled in a boardroom in our New City 

building, all editors, including myself, are discussing what to do with the gun data we 

requested through the Freedom of Information Law.  In our hands, we had the names of all 

the gun owners that applied for permits within Rockland and Westchester counties in the 

last five years.  “What do we do with this information,” was the question on everyone’s 

minds.  I knew that we had to tread carefully, because if we made the wrong choice, we 

could potentially cause a riot from gun owners and non-gun owners alike. 

One editor suggested that we publish the names and addresses of the gun owners 

onto an interactive map.  As I looked around the table, I saw some of the other editors 

beginning to agree with her. “What purpose would serve,” I wondered aloud, and all eyes 

began to look at me.  “Doing so would serve the public knowledge of gun owners in their 

neighborhood.  It’s probably been on everyone’s minds since Sandy Hook; who is safe when 

there are guns,” she replied.  At that moment, I could not agree nor disagree with that 

argument.  “Before we publish all the names and addresses listed on the gun permits, can 

we go through the Systemic Moral Analysis,” I asked.  “Fine,” she said, exhaling in 

exasperation and slumping into her chair. 

As I began to think about my personal values, I realized that there are other values I 

must remain ever vigilant about, especially the values of my colleagues and the newsroom 

as a whole.  However, I knew that if I was able to explain my points of view and compare 

that with Gannett Code of Conduct, I would be able to convince the others.  Now, although 

Gannett’s policy is to “aggressively protect the public's access to governmental business 
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under the state's Open Meetings and Freedom of Information laws,” the Code also states 

that these guidelines cannot be considered absolute (Gannett Corp., pp. 16).  “Ultimately, 

each individual's own judgment and integrity are the cornerstones of high ethical conduct” 

(Gannett Corp., pp. 1).  Even as the paper had obtained this information legally and it 

wasn’t “a list of names and addresses…[to be used] for solicitation or fund-raising 

purposes,” I wondered if we were disturbing the rights of these private citizens by having 

their information posted on the web (Committee on Open Government, “FAQ - Freedom of 

Information Law.”).  I relayed my fears to my colleagues in the boardroom, and some 

agreed, while others still said that it was the public’s right to know. 

Again, I wondered if it would be in the public’s best interest to know about whether 

their neighbor had guns.  It is said that a journalist’s duty is to cause harm if needed, but I 

doubt that these law-abiding private citizens would have seen it that way.  Possible 

repercussions of listing the names and addresses of registered gun owners could result in 

robberies at the homes listed.  “I don’t know about you guys, but I feel that I wouldn’t want 

to be responsible for taking the guns out of law-abiding citizens and into the hands of 

alleged criminals,” I explained to my colleagues.  “What criminal would have access to the 

map,” one editor chimed in.  “Everyone has the ability to gain Internet access on their 

phones, in Internet cafes and in public places nowadays,” I explained. 

I began to think that if this were done, it would probably disillusion the public about 

the Journal News editors and staff, destroying the relationship between the journalists and 

the public.  I relayed my thoughts and fears to those in the boardroom.  “If you were aware 

that your own home address posted online, would you trust the people who did,” I argued.  
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“It’s all public information,” cried the editor.  I agreed, but still I felt that posting the names 

and addresses was not the way to go about presenting the information. 

Still, I knew that this would be a topic of interest, as it was a topic of interest for me 

personally.  As a result, I suggested the idea of another type of map.  This one would use 

varying shades of colors to denote gun owners in Rockland and Westchester counties.  

People would still be able to get an idea of where the highest numbers of gun owners live, 

without the potential of harming others.  In trying to find a middle ground, I was confident 

that the Journal News could create a map that did not involve listing the names and 

addresses of private citizens. 

Many people disagreed on that, asking me “What purpose would that do?” I replied 

that I failed to see the purpose in the original map.  However, I realized that there was the 

possibility that some of the information listed in the documents was incorrect.  “What if the 

map harms someone that never had a gun,” I wondered.  The information is from New York 

State – hardly the most reliable source.  Again, I relayed my fears to the editors from the 

boardroom.  Verification is important, I argued and many agreed, but still, they wanted to 

put the names and addresses on the map. 

As a final resort, I began to ask my colleagues, “What would Frank Gannett do?” 

Gannett once said, “The independent community newspaper has two incentives: To 

promote the general welfare and to make money.  Like the physician, it must be more 

concerned with the good that it does” (Lauterer, 287). I didn’t think that he would have 

thought that this type of map would have promoted the general welfare.  If such a large 

amount of people in Westchester and Rockland counties are gun owners and their privacy 

is breeched, how can this benefit the public welfare? 
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Ultimately, I feel that privacy must be protected for the private citizens.  As a result, 

I must say that this is ethically prohibited, unless they choose to not publish the names and 

addresses of the gun owners.   Even as the law does not specifically prohibit use of FOIL 

data in this manner, I feel that it is common courtesy that in such a public forum (i.e. the 

Internet), even if the data exists already in some way or form, to not publish the 

information in conjunction with such a controversial topic.  I tell everyone of my personal 

decision and explain that according to the results of my analysis, I find that the rights of the 

private citizens, especially those of whole counties. outweigh the general public’s right to 

know. 
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