WRITERS GUILD MISSED
GREAT PR OPPORTUNITY

by Rene A. Henry


SEATTLE, Wash., Jan. 8 -- The Writers Guild of America missed a great public relations opportunity this week when it forced the cancellation of the annual Golden Globes event.  The writers had an opportunity to make a statement, have the biggest names in Hollywood tell their side of story on television and win big time in the court of public opinion.

Hopefully, the Los Angeles smog will not blur the vision of the members if they are thinking about creating a boycott or forcing the cancellation of the 80th annual Academy Awards on February 24.


I agree with the writers that they should be compensated for an increased share of profits from Internet and new media sales with appropriate minimums and residuals. However, the cancellation of the Golden Globes that deprives millions of viewers worldwide from seeing their favorite movie and television stars is not the way to bring management back to a bargaining table.


The Writers Guild of America represents 10,500 writers in motion picture, broadcast, cable and new media industries in both entertainment and news. The WGA barred its members from working on the Golden Globes and would not make any one-time exception. It also got support from the Screen Actors Guild which announced that its members would not cross picket lines set up by the writers so there would be no celebrity presenters or nominees at the event.

Television viewers throughout the world are the victims. So are the members of the Hollywood Foreign Press Association who organize and present the Golden Globes. And, the celebrities who would have been honored also are losers.

The strike, that began November 5, has shut down production on numerous television series as well as the postponement of work on several Hollywood films.  Soon, the networks will run out of new programming and only then, when viewer ratings drop, will management have an open ear.


The Academy of Television Arts & Sciences was faced with a similar dilemma in 1980. The Screen Actors Guild had gone on strike just several weeks before the Emmy awards. Ed Asner, then president of SAG, had a series of friendly meetings with Hank Rieger, an NBC network executive who was president of ATAS, and agreed there would not be any pickets at the show. This meant that anyone other than actors could attend and work the program. 


The conciliation of Asner and the SAG board was wonderful public relations for SAG, which did say if any actors attended that they would be sanctioned. The winning Emmys were picked up by producers, directors, network executives and one actor. Powers Boothe, who portrayed James Jones in “Guyana Tragedy” walked to the stage and accepted his Emmy for Best Actor. “This is either the most courageous moment of my career or the stupidest,” he said accepting his statue. “I also thought long and hard whether or not I would attend, but I came here because this is America and one must do what one believes. I believe in the Academy. I also believe in my fellow actors in their stand."

The original emcees for the Emmy show were Bob Newhart, Michael Landon and Lee Remick, all of whom cancelled. At the last minute, Steve Allen volunteered to emcee as did Dick Clark. Tom and Dick Smothers, who were originally scheduled to attend and entertain, did so.


The way the unions worked together for the 1980 Emmy Awards was Hollywood at its very best. The program, produced by Ken Erlich, turned out to be winner. Boothe’s career had other leading roles and no sanctions were taken against Allen, Clark or the Smothers Brothers. Friends continued to be friends. 

The WGA also has prohibited its members from writing material for the Oscar presentations next month by the Academy of Motion Picture Arts & Sciences. Again, this would be another public relations blunder. The picket line should disappear for one evening and the writers stay home and watch the event on television.
The officers of WGA and the writers need to look back to 1980 and follow the leadership of Ed Asner and SAG. A one-time exception for the Oscar, and comparable awards shows, could gain significant public support for the striking writers by giving them an opportunity to tell their story as only the presenters and winners can do. The Golden Globes would have been a tremendous international stage for the writers. Another cancellation will only alienate and deter potential new support. 
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