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David Little: Taps for 'Tell It to the E-R'
By DAVID LITTLE Chico Enterprise-Record
Posted: Chicoer.com

It's been awhile since I wrote an obituary, but let me try ...

"Tell It to the E-R," a reviled yet oddly popular fixture on page 2A of the Chico Enterprise-Record, died
Monday, Sept. 16, 2013. It was 28 years old.

An edgy idea to encourage reader interaction when it was hatched, it eventually died of old age — readers
stopped calling in, perhaps repulsed by the anonymous nature, perhaps availing themselves of the
opportunity to rant anonymously online.

Burial will be Tuesday. In lieu of flowers, letters to the editor would be welcomed.

Yes, after consultation with co-workers and readers that lasted 14 years — since the day I started here as
editor — I'm pulling the plug. There are several reasons.

First and foremost, I've never been comfortable with the anonymous nature of the phone-in comments.
We ask people to sign letters to the editor. We don't allow anonymous quotes on local news stories. We
even require people to sign in to make online comments. "Tell It to the E-R" always seemed journalistically
irresponsible to me.

Second, while readers undoubtedly read the column, just like people can't turn away from a car wreck, the
fact is that fewer people avail themselves of the right to call in. We have one guy who calls in five or more
times a day, and another woman who calls and tries to disguise her voice and use different names and
phone numbers. But we track the names and numbers (even though we don't run them). They don't
change much, and so the column has sounded the same for entirely too long.

Third, I always thought "Tell It" aspired to be positive and helpful, a kind of "over the back fence"
conversation, but it usually isn't. It became the whine line no matter how much we tried to moderate what
actually ran in the newspaper. And many of the comments — the ones we didn't run — were racist,
threatening, vulgar and hateful. It makes no sense to try to wade through miles of sewage just to find that
rare useful nugget.

Fourth, it is not worth the effort. Our people spend hours each week transcribing calls people leave on a
recorded message line. I'd rather use those hours on producing local stories, not typing comments that
are often hard to decipher. (I'm guessing some of the slurring callers may have tipped a drink or two
before calling.)

Fifth, we have ample avenues for people who want to share their right to speak freely. They can write
letters to the editor, or they can leave comments at the end of stories online.

So starting on Tuesday, "Tell It to the E-R" will be gone. A final visitation before burial will be Monday.

Whenever I speak to community groups, one of the first questions asked is about "Tell It to the E-R." The
question is usually along the lines of, "How do you justify running anonymous rants?" Most of the
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questioners don't like it, but I realize there are many out there who do. I hear from them, too.

What I tell the questioners is that while I don't necessarily like "Tell It to the E-R" and very rarely read it, I
point out that some people do like it. And like letters to the editor or any other opinion, the simple solution
is to ignore it if you don't like it.

That explanation isn't exactly a ringing endorsement. And as the years passed, I concluded there were
other, better ways for people to share their opinions. So it's being killed.

If you like the decision, or if you don't, let us know. Send a letter to the editor. And sign it.

David Little is editor of the Enterprise-Record. His column appears Sunday. Send letters to 
.letters@chicoer.com
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