My name is Kristen Fountain and | represent the
Vermont Journalism Coalition.

We are a nonprofit membership organization that v

aims to strengthen the state’s professional news
organizations as a strategy for promoting ]

government accountability and public engagement

in Vermont’'s community and civic life. We have 42

members currently from all across the state that C
span print, digital, radio and television, for-profit and

non-profit news outlets, with coverage areas that

are statewide and hyperlocal.

We are strongly opposed to including the language from H.697 in an Emergency
Management and Disaster Response Omnibus Bill.

| want to make clear that we deeply respect the work of Vermont’s first responders. We
are often the first on the scene just after they are. Local journalists are very aware of
their service to our communities and the challenges they face. Presenting those to the
public is an essential part of our job. That is why we are so concerned by this bill.

This bill would give first responders vast discretion over barring members of the media
and the public from public spaces. It would allow them to impose an arbitrary buffer
zone that could make it impossible for Vermont news organizations to document some
of the most important events in our communities.

A distance of 25 feet is quite far — wider than a dirt road. Being forced to stay that far
away as a default could make observations difficult if not impossible. Professional
journalists are not at the scene of a crime or an accident in order to harass or threaten
first responders. We are sensitive to staying out of the way and not obstructing or
impeding their work. If conflicts arise, they have been managed through clear
communication at the scene. If first responders have specific concerns, our members
would want to understand them and address them if we can.

We believe that there are other mechanisms already available to protect first
responders from harassment and harm. For example, impeding a law enforcement
officer and reckless endangerment are already considered crimes.



Federal appeals courts have recently ruled that arbitrarily limiting the public and media’s
access to events occurring in public spaces in this way is unconstitutional. The Seventh
Circuit struck down a very similar law in Indiana last August. Media organizations are
having success challenging others in Louisiana and in Tennessee. If a law like this were
to be enacted in Vermont, we would expect that it too would be challenged on federal

constitutional grounds in court.


https://lailluminator.com/2025/01/31/buffer-zone/
https://www.rcfp.org/indiana-buffer-zone-law-7th-circuit/

