EDITOR’S NOTE: The News Tribune invited Gateways President Mel Curtiss and her husband Jamie Beletz to come in and review and respond to the stories and received no direct reply. The following letter, dated Nov. 14, was sent to a long list of managers and editors at The News Tribune.

We’re reproducing the letter in its entirety in order to be as fair as possible. In cases where there is a specific inaccuracy or misunderstanding, we offer our position in an editor’s note.

Dear Leadership of the Tacoma News Tribune,

I am writing to you because I need your help. I am in a bind, because one of your staff writers has acted unethically and made it impossible for me to make a good decision on behalf of the people who entrusted me with that responsibility and authority.


I am the president of GATEWAYS for Youth & Families, the oldest children’s charity in the State of Washington. We were incorporated nearly five generations ago, the same year that Washington achieved statehood. Over the years, our board members have been people who changed history for Tacoma and the Northwest. This organization has withstood diphtheria and flu epidemics, bankruptcy, the depression, boiler explosions and floods. I suppose it will withstand the onslaught of lies, innuendo, whispers, and intimidation that has plagued us throughout the past two years, but like my predecessors, right now I worry.


For the past two years, your reporter Jason Hagey has repeatedly contacted people and told them that he need (sic) to interview them on their connections to GATEWAYS for Youth & Families or Jamie Beletz because he will be publishing a story “next week,” “this weekend” or “in two weeks” and stated or implied that they needed to speak to him or it would look bad for them in print.

(EDITOR’S NOTE: Hagey did contact many current and former Gateways board and staff member seeking information and comment. If they were reluctant to comment, he encouraged them to talk because it was important to get all sides of the story. If they ignored phone messages or visits, he persisted. Going to extra lengths to seek all sides and as many perspectives as possible is the essence of ethical, thorough journalism.)


The people who spoke to Jason Hagey reported that he seemed to have a specific agenda and that by the nature of the questions he was getting misinformation and misdirection. They also noted that it seemed to be personal and that he wasn’t interested or didn’t believe it when they didn’t have information that corroborated his existing notions. The tenure (sic) of his questions suggested to them that it was a politically motivated article, that Jason Hagey was “fishing for dirt” and wanted them to say that Jamie Beletz was a bad person and that GATEWAYS was doing something wrong. They also noted that it was implied that if they had associations with GATEWAYS or Jamie Beletz that they should sever those associations. At one point in time, he used the term “dark side” in asking someone’s opinion about the political candidates supported by Jamie Beletz and their political affiliations. He suggested to some board members by his questions or messages that people should believe that GATEWAYS did not actually have any real programs or clients or there was something strange going on with the finances.

While we were appalled by his tactics, at first we all thought that eventually the reporter would realize he was being manipulated by somebody and that there was no story. The Board felt that anything they did would simply create a story where none existed, and so tried to ignore it.


After several months of people reporting that they felt his behaviors amounted to harassment and intimidation, it was decided that we had to do something else. Jamie Beletz invited Jason Hagey to spend some time with him and the board members, even to come and sit at his table at the GATEWAYS annual auction to learn about the GATEWAYS programs, what the Board had been doing, the decisions they had made and the direction the organization was going in. When Jason Hagey appeared to have accepted this offer, we relaxed, believing whatever misunderstandings that existed would soon be cleared up. It was after that day that we began to believe that there was something more going on than somebody trying to manipulate the press.


I was at that event, and I spoke to Jason Hagey, along with Barbara Hansen. We offered information about GATEWAYS and we invited him to come out to The Dyslin Ranch and learn more about what we were doing. Jason Hagey declined that offer and said that “his story had a different angle.” He claimed it was coming out that next week. That was 16 months ago, on Aug. 12, 2006.

(EDITOR’S NOTE: Hagey did attend the Gateways annual auction in an effort to better understand the organization. Curtiss and Barbara Hansen did offer to allow Hagey to tour the Jessie Dyslin Ranch. Hagey did not refuse, but attempted to take them up on their offer. When Hagey called on Jan. 3, he left a voice mail for Hansen, which she did not return. On multiple occasions, he left phone messages for Curtiss and went personally to the Ranch on three occasions last winter attempting to contact Curtiss.)

Over the next 16 months, every three months or so, I would get a phone call from somebody who had been called by some reporter who claimed they were about to be in a story because of their connections to GATEWAYS. Some expressed they felt the reporter must be working for somebody other than The News Tribune, because his interest didn’t seem to be about anything newsworthy. Others felt that they were being personally threatened.


We had two board members resign because they felt intimidated by his questioning why they had connections with GATEWAYS at all – as if being on the Board of a charity was a bad thing or being invited to serve on a board by your colleagues who met you in another arena in life meant anything other than they thought you had some talent to contribute to promote the charitable cause.


At a certain point, the Board of Directors just simply no longer trusted Jason Hagey’s intentions and motivations and wanted nothing to do with him. His interest in the organization did not seem journalistic and began to appear almost sinister.


Rather than getting our financial documents through public sources, where they are readily available (even posted on the internet), Jason Hagey requested that we would provide him with those, as well as private corporate documents. I suppose that allows him to add that damning phrase we declined to cooperate with his “investigation” and adds to the implied wrongdoing. That’s rubbish.

(EDITOR’S NOTE: The News Tribune has requested and received thousands of pages of public documents from multiple government agencies regarding this story. The IRS requires organizations with non-profit, tax-exempt status to produce certain tax documents on request. Our request, made in person on Feb. 28, was ignored. We also requested to see Gateways financial, organizational and meeting minutes that are not public and are not available on the Internet. That request also was ignored. Gateways is not a private corporation; it is a non-profit charity that enjoys tax-exempt status and solicits donations from the community and should be held to a high level of accountability and transparency.)

We have nothing to hide; we are audited and investigated and monitored by at least three different government bodies. But we (GATEWAYS) are not going to talk to Jason Hagey; there is nothing good that can come from that. I am also not speaking with him. I think tabloid journalism stinks. Your photographer, Russ Carmack can attest to the fact that I have no problem speaking with other representatives of The News Tribune.


On behalf of GATEWAYS for Youth & Families, I am frustrated and angered by this conduct. On my own behalf, I feel powerless and abused.


This is a wonderful place that does great things, but nobody wants to write about that. Maybe it doesn’t win journalistic prizes, but it’s the truth.


We license both therapeutic foster care and regular foster care homes and place children in those homes, and then we try to get all the services that are needed to those families to try to keep those children in a stable placement with them. We get a lot of referrals to join our teen center because it has been recognized that it is sometimes the only stabilizing factor in a young person’s life as they get bounced around the system. We know from experience that the contact they have with our staff and the friends they make at The Ranch are sometimes the only positive social influences they have. Nobody ever wants to do a story on those things. We educate over a thousand people a year on how to co-parent when they are divorced. We provide a secure, safe and homelike environment with strict protocols for exchanging children when parents have a history of high conflict or violence, completely eliminating the possibility of violence reoccurring. We have another specialized facility for parents who are trying to regain custody of their children, so they can learn appropriate parenting and keep their family together. Board members struggle to keep a charity going in tough times and get more involved with it instead of closing it down, even when it seems like closing would be the easy, fast solution for volunteer board members with busy personal and professional lives. None of those things are newsworthy either. We make changes to programs to fill the gaps with services that are relevant to the needs of the community and adapt to sudden changes in funding priorities by the state. Kathleen Merryman, our neighbor out by the Ranch, was the only one who thought that was interesting. We sent press releases out about how the Triple Nickel from Fort Lewis helped us provide gifts to over 300 needy children as their special way of giving, just before many of their family members were deployed. You would think these people were already giving enough to their community, but they are HEROES. Who wrote that story? We managed to find new and innovative ways to generate funds for social programs, using enterprise models, so we don’t always have to compete at the tax dollar trough. We’ve been doing that for over 40 years – and we’ve been self-funding our services like that for over 100 years. Who cares? We manage to recruit board members and volunteers from the diversity of our community, work with people from every political, economic and social spectrum and get people who are at odds in every other aspect of their life to come together on this one important topic. Not only is that not good; apparently it’s bad.


I would love to talk about GATEWAYS. You can see that I’m passionate about it. I’m not particularly interested in talking about myself, because I’m not particularly interesting and I don’t think I should be the focus of anybody’s article. But GATEWAYS has nothing to hide and Mel Curtiss has nothing to hide. Our integrity is intact.


I’m (sic) decided that I’m not going to preview Jason Hagey’s article, because it feels like a lose-lose trap to comment on something that was crafted with such a disregard for ethical journalistic behavior. It’s tabloid. I feel like I’m on cross examination and being asked to answer the question of whether I’ve stopped beating my wife with a “yes” or “no”. I don’t even know whether to believe there is an article, or whether this is just another level of harassment. But, if there really is an article this time, please consider whether you wish to print anything that comes from this type of “investigation” or whether you’d rather start with a fresh perspective, a different reporter and with an eye to journalistic integrity.

(EDITOR’S NOTE: In addition to seeking in-person interviews during the reporting process, The News Tribune invited Curtiss and Beletz to review the articles prior to publication and offer any rebuttal or additional information. Our motive was to ensure that the articles were as fair and accurate as possible.)


Like I said, I am helpless here. I need your help to keep a bad (and I would hope unintended) result coming from letting a genie out of a bottle that you can never recall. Please start over and send somebody else who will operate above this line. Thank you

(EDITOR’S NOTE: The News Tribune is satisfied that our reporting on Gateways is thorough, ethical and fair. The reporting and writing was approved and supervised throughout by Hagey’s Team Leader John Henrikson, Managing Editor Karen Peterson and Executive Editor David Zeeck. The finished stories were vetted by a team of copy editors and The News Tribune’s legal counsel.)

Sincerely



Mel Curtiss, Esq., President
GATEWAYS for Youth & Families
