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It has been shown that the use of the Internet has created new perspectives for news agencies (Strobbe & Jacobs 2004):  while news agencies traditionally supply the media with news agency copy written up by the agencies’ editorial staff they have recently started to also distribute the electronic press releases of government departments, private companies, etc.. The Belgian news agency Belga, for example, has developed a new portal on the Belga website, viz. Belga direct, which forwards government and corporate press releases to Belga’s media contacts as well as posting them on the Belga website and on partner websites such as Tiscali and Skynet together with Belga’s own news agency copy.    

For this paper we will present the results of a preliminary ethnography (combining participant observation and interviews – cf. Agar 1996) in which we investigate if and to what extent these recent developments have any impact on the writing and rewriting practices of the news agencies’ editorial staff.  Drawing from fieldwork at the Belga news agency, we will try to find out how Belga’s editors process incoming press releases before they are forwarded to the media (e.g. in what ways they deal with preformulated features of press releases – see Jacobs 1999). In addition, we will show how these rewriting practices for press releases can be linked up with how Belga’s editorial staff write up their own news agency copy.

It is concluded that the Internet is creating a new location for press releases to play their mediating role in, with news agencies conducting a difficult juggling act between providing their corporate and government customers the maximum visibility they promised them for their press releases and continuing to meet the conflicting requirements of their long-standing shareholders, the media. The results of the present study will guide the writing process analysis (cf. Sleurs et al 2003) which we are planning to do next.
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