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5.01  PUBLIC INFORMATION – MEDIA RELATIONS 
 

A. Background 
 

The public has a right to certain types of information regarding 
police activity, and the Sheriff’s Office (SMCSO) is obligated to 
provide this information accurately, honestly, professionally and 
without bias.  As community members often obtain the majority of 
their information from the news media, the SMCSO is encouraged 
to work in cooperation with the media.  However, there are times 
when the agency has valid reasons for not releasing information 
that may come to the attention or in possession of the SMCSO. 

 
The relationship between the media and the SMCSO is one based 
on a desire to fairly meet the needs of the public while protecting 
the rights of the individual and the integrity of SMCSO operations.  
It is therefore incumbent on members of the SMCSO to deal with 
the media and media requests in a fair, impartial and professional 
manner. 

 
B. Policy 

 
It is the policy of this agency to make information on crimes and 
other incidents generally available to the news media unless such 
information is legally privileged, would violate the constitutional 
rights of an accused, where the fair administration of justice would 
be hampered by premature disclosure of such information, or is 
otherwise specifically prohibited in this or any other SMCSO 
policy.  In releasing information to the media, the SMCSO shall 
also be sensitive to the victims of crimes and their families. 
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5.01.001 Definitions 
 

A. Public Information – Information that is of interest to the general 
public.  This includes, but is not limited to, information about 
policies, procedures or events involving the SMCSO that are not 
legally protected, does not interfere with the mission of the 
department, does not infringe on the rights of a defendant and 
does not compromise the legitimate safety and privacy interest of 
officers, victims, witnesses or others. 

 
B. Public Information Officer (PIO) – Sworn or civilian employee 

appointed by the Sheriff who is responsible for developing, 
coordinating, directing and administering policies relating to all 
phases of public relations in accordance with the mission, 
objectives, directives, and policies of the St. Mary’s County 
Sheriff’s Office. 

 
C. News Media Representatives – those individuals who are 

directly employed by agencies of the electronic, print or digital 
media such as radio, television, newspapers, magazines, wire and 
on-line services. 

 
D. Event – a major disaster, emergency, or situation where the life 

and health of many individuals may be threatened, or incidents 
where multiple arrests may occur. 

 
E. Incident – a call for service or other matter requiring law 

enforcement attention, regardless whether an arrest has been 
made. 

 
F. Sociological Information – internal or otherwise private 

information regarding employees of the SMCSO, such as home 
address, telephone number, driver’s license number, medical or 
disability information, name, photograph or computer generated 
image, Social Security number, disciplinary actions, performance, 
or other information not releasable under St Mary’s County 
Government code or the regulations of the SMCSO.  

 
Such Sociological Information may be redacted in accordance 
with SG §10-617.   

 
G. Employees – both sworn and civilian employees. 

 
5.01.002 Responsibility 
 

The primary responsibility for the release of information to the public 
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through the news media rests with the PIO, who will serve as the 
representative of the Sheriff and the Command Staff. The PIO’s 
responsibilities include, but are not limited to the following: 

 
A. Daily interaction with the news media, providing press releases on 

crime incidents, and Agency news.  Involvement includes local 
and regional newspapers, radio stations, and the Internet. 

 
B. On-call 24 hours a day to respond to scenes that have attracted 

media attention and to answer press inquiries by telephone when 
an on-scene response is not required.  Manage media on the 
scene, providing a smooth distribution of information to reporters 
and viewing public. 

 
C. Available to attend briefings by SMCSO personnel about 

investigations and other activities. 
 

D. Arrange news conferences, when necessary, and assist in the 
presentations of information by SMCSO personnel, or present 
such information.  (CALEA 54.01.01c) 

 
E. Coordinate the release of information concerning victims, 

witnesses, and suspects, making sure that such release is in 
compliance with SMCSO policy, is compatible with on-going 
investigation or operations, and is balanced between the rights of 
privacy of individuals and the public right to be informed. (CALEA 
54.01.01d) 

 
F. Serve as the media and public information liaison during crisis 

situations within the SMCSO or the community. 
 

G. Coordinate the authorization and release of information 
concerning confidential Agency investigations and operations. 

 
H. Advise the Sheriff and Assistant Sheriff on media issues, strategy 

and policy, keeping them informed of current topics and 
community relations issues, often of a critical or sensitive nature. 

 
I. Develop working relationships and agreements with other public 

service agencies in order to coordinate the release of information 
when the SMCSO is involved in joint operations or other mutual 
efforts. 

 
J. Other duties as assigned to include preparation and distribution of 

web site information and assistance with speeches to be delivered 
by the Sheriff and command staff personnel.  
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The release of information pertaining to Bureau of Criminal Investigations 
cases, confidential agency investigation, operations or personnel matters 
will be the primary responsibility of the Sheriff or his designee, the BCI 
Commander, or the VICE/Narcotics Commander, and secondarily to the 
Public Information Officer. (CALEA 54.01.01e)      

 
5.01.003 Regulations 
 

A. Employees will not pose as a representative of the news media. 
 

B. Employees will not bring members of the media into a private 
residence to photograph or report on the incident.  Courts have 
ruled law enforcement may be held liable to civil suit for such 
actions. 

 
C Employees may invite news media representatives to the scenes 

of arrests, searches, and “raid” or other incidents or events, 
providing the appropriate Division Commander has approved the 
invitation and the presence of news media representatives will not 
jeopardize the operations of the Agency, the due administration of 
justice or the privacy of any individuals.  News media will only 
have access to areas permitted to the general public. (CALEA 
54.01.01e, 54.01.03) 

 
D. Personnel information regarding employees of the Agency will 

only be released with the approval of the Sheriff or the Assistant 
Sheriff, and only when the release of such information serves a 
legitimate media purpose.  

 
E. Employees will not take action which will either unfairly assist or 

discourage the media from carrying out reporting activities. 
 

F. Employees may allow recording devices, cameras, equipment 
and/or media persons in Agency vehicles with the permission of 
the on duty supervisor. 

 
G. Employees shall not allow media personnel in secure areas 

without the advance permission of the on scene supervisor or 
Public Information Officer. 

 
5.01.004 Cooperation with the News Media 
 

Employees of this agency will extend courtesy and cooperation to the 
media at all times, within the guidelines and limitations defined in this 
policy. Employees will coordinate with the Public Information Officer or 
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designee prior to contact with news media.  Persons authorized to 
release information/members of the Agency are encouraged to develop 
cooperative relationships with media members and respond to media 
request.  Employees are authorized to make media releases pursuant to 
this Policy and in accordance with the following:  

 
A. Employees may provide the basic facts, unless otherwise 

restricted by this Policy, concerning an event or incident of which 
they have sufficient knowledge, in conjunction with a supervisor’s 
approval, the rank of Lieutenant or above. 

 
B. Only the Sheriff, Assistant Sheriff, or Command staff may release 

information pertaining to Agency policies, procedures, rules, 
personnel issues and direction. 

 
C. Only the Sheriff, Assistant Sheriff, Command staff, Public 

Information Officer or designated employees are authorized to 
represent the Agency before the media on all matters. 

 
D. In the absence of the PIO or Command Staff personnel, shift 

supervisors may provide a synopsis of an incident or authorize the 
release of information which is of material aid in the successful 
resolution of the case or situation. 

 
E. Crime Analysis Personnel will assist the Public Information Officer 

with all requests pertaining to the release of official crime 
statistics;  

 
F. Only the Sheriff, Assistant Sheriff, Commander or PIO may 

provide the media and/or the public with information during crisis 
or critical incident situations within the agency or community;  

 
Whenever there is an apparent need to change or develop new policies 
regarding public information, the news media may provide input in the 
process.  Their comments and interests will be evaluated in the final 
decision making. (CALEA 54.01.02) 

 
5.01.005 Release of Information 
 

A. The agency will disclose information as promptly as 
circumstances permit.  At no time will information be released 
prematurely or withheld for the exclusive benefit of any individual 
reporter or segment of the news media, except specific queries of 
an exclusive nature will be respected.  

 
B. Good judgment must be utilized in furnishing information to the 
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media and general public to insure the agency’s official duties are 
not hindered. If the matter is such that publicity might be 
detrimental or defeat the ends of justice, the inquiry will be 
directed to the Sheriff or his designee. Proper terminology will be 
used in contacts with the press and general public. 

 
C. When other public service agencies are involved in a mutual effort 

or incident of public interest, the release of information to the 
media will be coordinated through the Sheriff, Assistant Sheriff, or 
in their absence, the on-scene Commander. (CALEA 54.01.01f) 

 
D. Press conferences or media briefings will be at the discretion of 

the Sheriff or his designee.  Notification of press conferences will 
be made in advance.  The press will be provided advance notice 
of the time and location of the briefing as circumstances allow. 
(CALEA 54.01.01c)  

 
E. The following information will be made available to news media in 

criminal matters, subject to restrictions contained elsewhere in this 
policy: 

 
1. The name of the individual arrested, if charged as an adult, 

age, sex, residence, employment and similar biographical 
information.  

 
2. The substance of text of the charge(s). 

 
3. The identities of the investigating and arresting agencies 

and the length of the investigation. 
 

4. The circumstances immediately surrounding an arrest or 
crime, including the time and place, resistance, pursuit, use 
of weapons and nature of any injuries sustained. A 
description of any physical evidence seized at the time of 
the arrest, other than a confession, admission or statement, 
unless release of such description would hinder the 
investigation. 

 
5. The identity of crime victims, except as specified herein. 

 
6. The type of weapon used. 

 
7. In the case of juvenile offenders, age, sex and general area 

of residence only. 
 

8. When rape or sex offenses are involved, the age and sex 
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of the victim and general location of the offense only, 
unless more specified geographic information would not 
jeopardize the anonymity of the victim.  

 
9. Any information contained in a public record (e.g., executed 

search warrants filed with a court.)  
 

10. That an investigation is in progress and the general scope 
of the investigation.  

 
F. The following information will not be released to the news media:  

 
1. Home addresses or telephone numbers of employees. 

 
2. Unless directed by court order, information concerning 

confidential agency investigations and operations. 
 

3. SMCSO Administrative and Operations Manual 
 

4. Information which may jeopardize the successful 
conclusion of an investigation.  

 
5. The nature of evidence and any tests. 

 
6. Any opinion as to guilt or innocence of the accused or as to 

the merits of the case.  
 

7. Any criminal history, criminal or police records on an 
individual.  Even if the information appears in a public 
document, the employee will refer the requesting media 
person to contact the States Attorney’s Office or the court 
system. 

 
8. Photographs of crime scenes. 

 
9. The existence or contents of any admissions, confessions 

or statements attributable to an accused person, or failure 
to make a statement. 

 
10. Names and/or addresses of the victims of burglaries. 

 
11. Names and/or addresses of the victim of a suicide, 

attempted suicide, or the contents of suicide notes, unless 
authorized by the Sheriff or Assistant Sheriff. 

 
G. Non-crime related information in the following categories may be 
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released: 
 

1. With review and approval of the Sheriff or designee, 
organizational or policy changes, or major personnel 
changes providing the information has been previously 
released to members of the Sheriff’s Office.  

 
2. Human interest stories concerning the agency or its 

personnel.   
 

3. Accidents, motor vehicle collisions, natural disasters, or 
calamities, or other incidents of public interest.   

 
4. Traffic functions such as traffic control and parking control, 

emergency assistance information to motorists, identify and 
report hazards, and provide traffic safety information 
recommendations. 

 
5.01.006 Process for Informational Releases (CALEA 54.01.01b) 
 

A.  Normal Information Releases – Members of the agency who are 
approached by news media requesting interviews and/or 
information pertaining to an incident or event may make a verbal 
statement consistent with this Policy.  The employee shall seek 
the assistance and advice of his/her immediate supervisor, if 
possible, before making the statement.  The supervisor shall 
coordinate the release of the information with the PIO. 

 
B. SMCSO Policy Information – When any employee is 

approached by the media regarding an official position that the 
agency holds on a specific issue, the employee will contact the 
PIO or other Sheriff’s designee to determine the appropriate 
person to provide a response. 

 
C. Crime Scenes (CALEA 54.01.01a) – Commanders of emergency 

scenes, special events, disasters, major events, major crimes or 
disorders, where numerous members of the media are drawn will:  

 
1. Notify PIO or Sheriff’s designee to coordinate police/media 

activities, and to facilitate the controlled and accurate 
dissemination of information. The PIO should be consulted 
for guidance and on-scene assistance in circumstances as 
needed.  The PIO can be contacted through the duty officer 
or by cell phone.  Duty Officers shall contact the PIO 
immediately upon request. 
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2. Prohibit media access to private property if deputy sheriffs 
are still in control of the area and their access could 
jeopardize the integrity of the investigation.  After the 
investigation has been completed, only the owner or agent of 
the owner can authorize the media to enter the private 
property. (CALEA 54.01.03) 

 
D. Agency-Wide Releases – To ensure broad distribution and 

coordination, written news releases that are general in nature and 
department-wide in scope, to be issued by the PIO. 

 
 E. Joint Operations – Whenever SMCSO employees are part of a 

task force or joint operation with other agencies, the lead 
operational or investigatory agency shall be responsible for media 
releases and requests.  The St. Mary’s County Bureau of Criminal 
Investigations is exempt, media releases for the Bureau of 
Criminal Investigations is outlined in section 5.01.002 of this 
policy.  

 
F. Request Denials – In the case of a denial of a media request for 

information, the Sheriff, PIO or Sheriff’s designee shall be notified 
and will provide a timely and professional explanation.   

 
5.01.007 Email Press Release Procedure 
 

The Public Information Officer, Deputy Sheriffs at the rank of Lieutenant 
and above is authorized to release information via email in the narrative 
section.  If multiple incidents are being released to the press at the same 
time, submit them in separate paragraphs on the same email.  
Employees are encouraged to keep copies of sent emails for their 
records.  Copies of the sent emails will be printed and placed in the 
Press Release Book located at the Duty Officer’s Post. 

 
5.01.008 Media Access and Photography (CALEA 51.01.03) 
 

The SMCSO recognizes the importance for the timely dissemination of 
media information to the community; however, the welfare and safety of 
all involved at the scene of a critical incident or crime is of primary 
concern.  SMCSO will make every effort to provide media access with 
safety control measures put in place. 

 
A. Press Passes – News media representatives must display 

appropriate press credentials to be permitted into a designated 
press area.  News media members shall be permitted to remain 
where ever the general public is allowed. 
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B. Trespass on Public Property – News media will not be asked to 
leave public property unless the property is closed to all persons 
for the purpose of preserving the scene. 

 
C. Press Staging Area - If the crime scene is secure with yellow 

police tape, then as soon as practically possible, the PIO or on-
scene commander will cordon off and designate a press staging 
area for the media so the general public does not interfere with 
the media performing their job. A supervisor will be assigned to 
the press staging area until the PIO is on the scene.  The PIO will 
attempt to control the circulation of rumors through the timely 
release of information as provided. 

 
D. Photographing and Video Taping – News media members are 

permitted on public property or in any other areas which the public 
in general has access.  News media cameramen may photograph 
or video tape deputies performing their official duties.  Law 
enforcement personnel will not attempt to interfere with media 
personnel photographing an actual ongoing event.  Deputies will 
not physically block or cover the lenses of cameras or video 
taping equipment.  Deputies will not assist nor hinder 
camerapersons at scenes.  Deputies who are concerned with 
protecting an accident or crime scene will take appropriate 
measures to secure the scene with barrier tape. 

 
E. Posing for Photographs - the deliberate posing of a person in 

law enforcement custody for photographing by the media is 
prohibited. The media does have the right to photograph a person 
in law enforcement custody as long as it is not a posed picture. 
For example, media representatives can photograph a suspect or 
accused being taken to a bond hearing, court, police station or 
detention center.  

 
F. Photographing Juveniles or Undercover Law Enforcement 

Personnel - If the suspect is a juvenile or if undercover law 
enforcement personnel are in jeopardy of being exposed to the 
media cameras, law enforcement personnel must take appropriate 
steps to ensure the juveniles or undercover personnel’s identity is 
not revealed especially through pictures taken by the media. 

 
5.01.009 Media Interviews 
 

Employees will not grant media interviews without the approval of a 
Division Commander.  The PIO will be notified of all media interviews.  A 
person in custody will not be permitted to provide a media interview 
without the expressed permission of the Sheriff.  
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5.01.010 Notification of Next of Kin 
 

Notification of the next of kin of a deceased victim or a surviving and/or 
seriously injured victim of a criminal act or accident is made before 
releasing the name and address to the news media. Employees of the 
Sheriff’s Office will make death and/or serious injury notifications in 
accordance with SMCSO Policy B2.21. 


