Session No. 15
Course: The Political and Policy Basis of Emergency Management

Session: The News Media
Time: 1 Hour

______________________________________________________________________________
Objectives:

By the end of this session, students should be able to:

15.1
Understand the breadth of the media’s impact when reporting disasters.

15.2 
Identify the differences in style and content among media forms when reporting on disasters.

15.3 
Explain positive the public services which the media provide to emergency managers and public officials.

15.4 
Identify common biases in news reporting, as they apply to disaster circumstances.

15.5 
Explain the “CNN syndrome,” or camcorder politics, as it applies to the coverage of emergency and disaster incidents.

15.6
Furnish reasons why modern presidents and other major elected officials have taken great interest in how news media portrays what they say and do before, during, and after disasters.

15.7 
Discuss how disaster response reporting and investigative reporting produce political and administrative impacts during and after disasters, and give an example.

15.8 

Identify the limitations of the media’s disaster coverage.

15.9 
Make clear associations of how the media shape the public image of political officials.

15.10 
Discuss how emergency managers and their agencies deal with the media.

______________________________________________________________________________
Scope

It is through the news media that most Americans are made aware of disasters. No one questions the importance of radio and television stations in issuing emergency advisories and public warnings about impending disaster. Some ways in which media people engage in news coverage may be counter-productive to emergency managers. This session gives students an explanation of the motivations and needs of the different media when reporting on disasters, and the impacts they can have on political forces and public policy. In a variety of ways session 13, about public opinion and interest groups, overlaps this session.
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Requirements

It would be helpful if the instructor has taped any television news coverage of a disaster or emergency. It may also help to photocopy a newspaper story covering a disaster, circulating copies to the class as a short in-class reading assignment. It may also be worthwhile to invite a television, radio, or print correspondent who has covered a disaster or emergency (most have at one time or another) to speak with the class. It is also extremely worthwhile to invite an emergency management public information officer to the class, perhaps at the same session as the correspondent. This way an open forum might be created regarding the pros and cons of the news coverage of disasters. Students are more likely to be intrigued by the TV coverage of disasters than by radio or print coverage.

A portion of the class might be devoted to role-playing as emergency managers, public information officers, or elected officials (i.e., mayor, Governor, local legislator, or TV news correspondents). This can be done through a round-table, table-top exercise and the instructor may choose to assign one or more of the previous cases the students have already read for the course. 

Remarks


In this session, media are defined as news organizations engaged in mass communications. One type is print media, comprised of newspapers, magazines, and other periodicals. Another type is radio, today provided by local broadcasters or by subscription satellite or cable providers. A third type is television news provided by international and national networks, as well as by local affiliates or independent television stations. Connecting all three types are mass communications organizations like Associated Press and Reuters.  At the risk of adding further complication, television, radio, and print news organizations scour Internet peer-to-peer communications sites like MySpace and YouTube to ferret out user generated news of print, audio, and video varieties. 
Objective 15.1
Understand the breadth of the media’s impact when reporting 




disasters.
Television, radio, and the print media are pathways of information dissemination and channels for public demands. Owing to the “freedom of the press,” the news media are not obligated to report or withhold information simply because the government requests that it do so. This session demonstrates that, in certain circumstances, the news media provide an important disaster management public service, especially in broadcasting alerts, warnings, and advisories. However, the way people and political officials who are away from a disaster area perceive the event is very much shaped or determined by what is reported as TV news, radio broadcasts, and newspaper stories.

News organizations are journalistic enterprises organized to: 
· maximize viewerships and/or listening audience, 

· maximize readers and subscribers
· and, draw advertising revenue. 
For this reason such organizations look for whatever is sensational, engrossing, or controversial. Consequently, news gathering and investigative reporting may sometimes produce politically and managerially troublesome outcomes for the emergency management community. 
Moreover, political officials must be, or must appear to be, responsive and sympathetic to the plight of citizens victimized by disaster. The news media provide an important outlet for demonstrating this responsiveness. When elected officials use the media to help mobilize the government response, this has an impact on public and private officials. 

News media give disaster a public spotlight, but the attention of the public is often short-lived. When a disaster or emergency is no longer newsworthy, the media news coverage dissipates and ultimately ends. The news coverage of a disaster almost always ends before the disaster recovery work is far advanced.

The role of the media in disaster politics is so significant that discussions of the media will have come up in many sessions. Viewing a disaster through television news coverage will be the way most people relate to the field. Though news organizations are sometimes able to cover a disaster “live” as it transpires, TV news coverage of a disaster is usually taped and edited before it is broadcast. Correspondents and editors follow various conventions of news journalism. They look for controversy. Good visual images, meshed with voice-over commentary, need to tell a story and have a conclusion. 

Conveying urgency, immediacy, and even danger is the goal of most correspondents—although it may press the edges of responsible journalism. The point is that television provides only one narrow perspective on disaster. Where there is disagreement, reporters usually afford each side an opportunity for representation. Correspondents seldom cover the full scope and breadth of a major disaster, and it may not be possible to do so anyway. The disaster which emergency managers actually confront is not always the same as the one depicted on television or in radio broadcasts.

News people may or may not cooperate with disaster responders. America’s “freedom of the press” affords news people considerable latitude in what they cover and how they collect information. This creates an ambivalent relationship between the news media and emergency management people. Students need to think critically about what they view as news and what the facts actually are.

Objective 15.2
Identify the differences in style and content among media forms when 



reporting on disasters.
Below are some rules of thumb about the news media coverage of disasters.

1. 
The local news media:

· Focus on the local effects of the incident;

· Concentrate on the details; 
· And, tend to have better relations with local authorities than outside media people do.

2. 
The national news media:

· Maintain the interest in a disaster during the crisis and during the immediate aftermath stage;

· Provide general accounts of events with less attention to detail; and

· And, often ask tougher questions of the authorities than the local media do.

3. 
The television news media, whether national or local:

· Seek powerful visuals;

· Use short sound bites (often over disaster video images); 
· And, are often influenced by broadcast times and schedules.

Interestingly, news organizations like CNN2 Broadcast News, MSNBC News, and Fox National News have much more flexibility to stay with a story than network news and network affiliate organizations. Entertainment networks are reluctant to interfere with programs and advertising unless the event is truly catastrophic or sensational and even then coverage is often limited.

4.
Radio news media:

· Produce short reports;

· Pride themselves on the immediacy of the information they convey; 

· Strive to be first to report the story;

· Can quickly get authorities on the air; 

· Are one of the most essential disaster warning tools available; 
· And, produce highly perishable news once reported, unless taped and rebroadcast, and archived to a Web site.

5.
Print news media:

· Are highly dependent on telephone and Internet linkages to transmit information to the publishing offices;

· Have different, if not fewer, time constraints than television or radio media (print media are time constrained by publishing cycles and column space available);

· Are able to provide more depth and background than television or radio news reportage;

· Produce longer lasting archives and records of events; 
· And are one of the least perishable sources, particularly in the age of the Internet when print news stories can be catalogued, archived, and made available to the public on-line.
6. Peer-to-peer social networking (i.e., MySpace, Facebook, and YouTube, Twitter).

· Though not normally thought of as news media, such sites contain a vast amount of user generated information, in written, audio, photographic, or video form, a fraction of which may be newsworthy.

· Sites depend on user-generated information and may be scanned and mined by formal news organizations.

· Sites are only lightly regulated for content and users may establish accounts on these sites free of charge (pop-ups and margin advertising are ways in which these sites generate their revenue).

· Sites are almost pervasively available through Internet access via personal computers, laptops, cell phones, BlackBerries, and other devices.

· Information is available at extremely rapid rates of speed thus offering timeliness that often beats formal news organizations.

· Information contained on peer-to-peer sites often requires validation owing to the ease of information manipulation, distortion, or fabrication.

Objective 15.3
Explain positive the public services which the media provide to 



emergency managers and public officials.

As already mentioned, television, radio, print media, and peer-to-peer user generated hosting sites are pathways of information dissemination and channels for public demands; it is today how most citizens learn about disasters. No country has the number and concentration of news organizations that the United States has. 
Media people can be helpful, complimentary, critical, or indifferent.

Some of the media’s potential public services in disasters are:

· Supplying information and directions to the affected public;

· Disseminating information on preparedness measures for future similar disasters;

· Stimulating volunteerism and donations, including blood donations;

· Disclosing needs for improvement in governmental response; 
· And, sometimes withholding information which could be counterproductive.

Objective 15.4
Identify common biases in news reporting, as they apply to disaster 



circumstances.

News people sometimes play a counter-productive role when covering a disaster or emergency. News media reporters and commentators can:

· Exaggerate or speculate on facts to beef-up the disaster as a story;

· Often over-estimate the amount of panic and looting, perpetuating disaster myths;

· Sometimes falsely portray the severity of the damage on an entire community as equal to that of the most devastated victims; and

· Hinder the possible options of authorities by overdramatizing the authorities’ actions.

Since few news people are knowledgeable about disasters, this tendency is understandable. However, it is one of the duties of emergency managers to combat media ignorance by helping correspondents, journalists, and reporters to become better informed. Obviously, public officials at all levels of government have this responsibility.

Objective 15.5
Explain the “CNN syndrome,” or camcorder politics, as it applies to 



the coverage of emergency and disaster incidents.
Communications magnate Ted Turner launched his Cable News Network (CNN) in the early 1980s.  Television news, owing to major technological advances in electronics, satellite communications advances, miniaturization of cameras and other equipment, achieved the ability to cover disasters and emergencies quickly.  Many calamities were covered “live” as they happened. News was aired, not 25 minutes a day at the dinner hour, but all day long. News commentators could do “voice-overs” of live video from the field and could ask questions like, “what are the President and top government emergency managers doing about this?” Camcorder politics came to be a television news staple.  

Television news now covered cities, states, or any region of the nation.  Broadcasts can go global and take live feed of reportage and video virtually anywhere in the world. Fueled by media coverage, the major and minor disasters of the era were often quickly politicized or at the very least political officials were expected to be more immediately visible and responsive to them. 

Critical media coverage can provide an incentive for political leaders and public officials to demonstrate responsiveness through their investigations of incompetence, mismanagement, or wrongdoing. Similarly, political officials, observing the plight of the aggrieved disaster victims on the television, frequently react. Their responses may have national, state, and local repercussions. This is referred to as the “CNN syndrome,” the tendency for local disasters to get sustained National television news coverage, especially by networks that are exclusively dedicated to news. 
A type of “camcorder” politics ensues under which sustained national coverage impels national and state leaders to respond to the event, even if their help is not requested by the local authorities. This is logical because national political leaders, particularly the President and his staff, realize that TV viewers are inclined to ask themselves, “So what is the national government doing about this?” The “CNN syndrome” has many political and managerial ramifications for modern emergency management.

Objective 15.6
Furnish reasons why modern presidents and other major elected 



officials have taken great interest in how news media portrays what 



they say and do before, during, and after disasters.

Over the past 30 or more years, presidents have taken a greater interest in disasters, particularly major ones.  Disasters have become targets of camcorder politics in which political officials seek opportunities to be filmed at disaster sites in order to public exhibit compassion and at the same time demonstrate responsiveness to the public that may yield them political benefits.
 

· President Carter issued a presidential disaster declaration in Air Force One while flying over Washington State’s Mt. St. Helens volcanic eruption. 

· President Reagan was once photographed shoveling sand into a gunnysack on the banks of a flooding Mississippi River after issuing a presidential declaration of major disaster. 

· President George H.W. Bush was filmed commiserating with victims of the Loma Prieta earthquake in a heavily damaged San Francisco neighborhood, weeks after having issued a declaration for the quake. 

· Television showed President Clinton at shelters and inspecting freeway damage in the days after he issued a declaration for the Northridge earthquake. 

· Similarly, President George W. Bush visited the Pentagon and the World Trade Center “ground zero” in the days after the 9/11 terror attacks to exhibit compassion, concern, and resolve to prevent future events. He did likewise after Hurricane Katrina in September 2005 when he visited Louisiana and toured flood damage zones inside New Orleans. 

Today, Americans expect their president to both dispatch federal disaster help and personally visit damaged areas.  As mentioned previously, it is now customary for most of the president's cabinet, especially officials heading disaster-relevant departments, to visit major disaster sites.
  

How presidents manage disasters, and how responsive they are perceived to be to the needs of victims, have far-ranging political and electoral consequences.  This underlines the importance of the role of the FEMA Director.  How well the FEMA Director manages the agency's response to disaster is of great political importance to the President and his staff.

The Clinton administration appreciated the role the news media have in covering disasters.  

Both President Clinton and FEMA Director James Lee Witt emphasized post-disaster public relations, in part because they believed the President's public image was at stake in disaster circumstances.  The public requires reassurance that a president is doing all he can to help disaster victims.

The need for the president to provide reassurance, backed by action, was underscored after Hurricane Katrina. President Bush was not only perceived to have performed poorly in managing the early stages of the disaster, but as mentioned before, he actually went on national television to apologize for his own behavior and for the failures of the government’s disaster response. Again there were political consequences. Heavy Republican losses in House and Senate races in the mid-term elections of November 2006 were attributed to public dissatisfaction with the War in Iraq as well as with the Bush administration’s poor performance in the Katrina catastrophe. 

How the FEMA Director and staff manage the federal response, and how they portray this effort to the media, shapes public opinion of both the presidency and the agency.  Major disasters customarily, but not always, pull the nation together, encourage a centralization of authority, and often improve the president's approval ratings in public opinion polls.
 Such activity promotes public awareness of the disaster across the state, nation, and world.  It underscores the legitimacy of the government's response, of the Presidency and it may convey a greater sense of urgency to responders and to those considering the offer of help.

Objective 15.7
Discuss how disaster response reporting and investigative reporting 



produce political and administrative impacts during and after 




disasters, and give an example.

Investigative reporting of disasters and the regular coverage of disasters sometimes includes the placement of blame by the media on public officials and agencies. Fault is assigned for the alleged negligence or lack of preparedness by the Government in the aftermath of a disaster. This is most likely in “technological” or man-made disasters, such as nuclear incidents, hazardous materials accidents, terrorist bombings, aviation disasters, oil spills, and building collapses.  The outcomes of such reportage may be news laws, programs, or regulations as well as administrative reforms, reorganizations, and dismissals of personnel.

Investigative and disaster response reportage often triggers investigations of government agencies by legislators (i.e., usually done through public hearings). Sometimes legislative inquiries produce new laws, programs, or budgetary changes. The U.S. House of Representatives assigned a committee to investigate the Hurricane Katrina disaster. The committee produced a highly regarded report entitled, “Failure of Initiative,” which itself inspired changes in law, policy, and Federal emergency management. A positive effect of this type of reporting also is that the publicity may help other community officials to recognize their locality’s vulnerability to disasters, and this may compel them to improve their own local emergency management.

Disaster management is normally a low salience issue, but media coverage of a disaster tends to give it high political salience. It also can bring wider attention and support to disaster-related issues and move them more quickly through the legislative, budgeting, and planning processes. Some of the problems, and possible solutions to those problems, may be catapulted on to the public policy agenda and so get action when they otherwise would not. Also, government officials find it easier to build political and financial support for emergency management when the memory of a disaster is fresh in peoples’ minds. 
For example, although a reorganization was in the works before the Three Mile Island nuclear power plant accident, in 1979, news coverage of the incident helped to build support for the establishment of the Federal Emergency Management Agency. News coverage of Hurricane Katrina, which lasted for many months, inspired Congress to formulate and approve the Post-Hurricane Katrina Emergency Management Reform Act of 2007. That measure reconstituted and reinvigorated DHS-FEMA with authority it had lost in reorganizations from 2003 to 2007.
Objective 15.8
Identify the limitations of the media’s disaster coverage.
Some of the limits of media coverage of disaster are:

· The effort to “sell” the story may interfere with accuracy;

· News people regularly perpetuate myths about disasters (i.e., that people always panic, that disaster damage incapacitates whole communities, that there is looting and lawlessness on a major scale after a disaster, and that victims cannot recover on their own without outside help, etc.);

· News gatherers make demands on responders for physical and human resources that are often needed in the emergency;

· News people are usually unfamiliar with the technical and programmatic aspects of a disaster (i.e., they often do not understand seismicity or meteorological information and they seldom understand the governmental programs that are in place to help victims); and,

· News people sometimes interfere, complicate, or confound emergency management work in the response phase.

Objective 15.9
Make clear associations of how the media shape the public image of 



political officials.
How public officials and their response to disasters are perceived is very much a function of news coverage. Critical coverage often is unpleasant. The media tends to be anxious to report disagreements among public officials or between the officials and other interests. Consequently, news gathering and investigative reporting may produce politically and managerially troublesome outcomes for the emergency manager. Disasters yield striking video, and stories of strong human interest, and they have the potential to “create” heroes and villains.

Public officials must be, or at least appear to be, responsive and sympathetic to the plight of citizens victimized by disaster. The media provides an important outlet for demonstrating this responsiveness. In this manner, politics enters disaster management.

Disasters provide perfect locations and backdrops for demonstrating the heroism of a public figure. When a disaster hits, a President may fly directly into the heart of the event and be photographed and televised assisting in the disaster relief firsthand. In the midst of destruction, the President (or legislators, mayors, and Governors) may be filmed comforting and reassuring distressed victims. Senators, Representatives, State lawmakers and other State officials may garner publicity while visiting disaster sites and may demand that their State receive a Presidential Declaration for disaster relief. Decisions about Presidential Declarations involve a degree of subjectivity thus; media coverage may be a key factor in influencing the President and others to approve a “marginal” Gubernatorial request for a Declaration of emergency or major disaster.

Objective 15.10
Discuss how emergency managers and their agencies deal with the 



media.

Not only are emergency managers responsible for disaster response and recovery efforts, they must also respond to media questions and sometimes media scrutiny. This may lead to friction between news people and emergency management personnel. Emergency management officials have good reason to be suspicious of news correspondents because emergency management people have little or no reassurance of how the information they provide to reporters will be used. 

Emergency responders are particularly vexed when they believe that media people are interfering with their work. Yet, media journalists may positively portray emergency responders as heroes and publicize both their actions and their needs.

Consequently, the media-emergency management relationship is a “two-way street.” Most emergency management organizations employ a PUBLIC INFORMATION OFFICER (PIO) to work with the media during and after disasters. PIOs are on-scene officials responsible for preparing and coordinating the dissemination of public information in cooperation with other responding Federal, State, and local government agencies. Those officers also assume duties in responding to information requests from political VIPs, such as legislators and other senior officials.

Experience has revealed to many emergency managers that favorable media coverage is more likely if media people are made part of the emergency management team before disasters occur. Whenever possible, local media representatives should be invited and included to participate in disaster planning and exercising activities. When reporters know local emergency management officials and their duties before a disaster, it is more likely that their event coverage will be more informed and accurate.

How Emergency Managers Deal with the Media

Emergency managers are told to:

· Be prepared for a wide array of questions.

· Do not make “off-the-record” comments.

· Be honest and straightforward.

· Avoid ambiguity and do not guess at an answer; get back in touch with the media to provide information that is not immediately available.

· Seek to relate to the audience.

· Take the initiative.

· Use a team approach.

· Make special preparations for television appearances. While viewers often forget content, they do remember style, including appearance and voice quality.

· Prepare for telephone interviews, including knowing who the interviewer represents and the planned use of the material.

Supplemental

Considerations

Emphasize to students that media coverage of disaster shapes public and official perceptions of the event. News can be critical, complimentary, or indifferent toward emergency managers. However, critical coverage often provides an incentive for political leaders to demonstrate political responsiveness through investigations of incompetence, mismanagement, or wrongdoing. When political officials observe on television the plight of aggrieved disaster victims who are seemingly “ignored” or denied government help, those officials may be induced to champion their cause.

Stress, as Auf der Heide does, that disasters are supremely newsworthy, especially for television. Disasters yield striking video, strong human interest, and they have the potential to “create” heroes and villains. Large-scale coverage of a disaster generates, temporarily, a much larger audience than simply the collectivity of people directly impacted by the disaster. 
The number of sources of news information today is astounding. Events half way around the world are covered by news organizations “live” or very near the time the news has transpired.  In the Madrid train bombings passengers held up their video equipped cell phones to shoot images of the carnage. Ironically, the ease with which people communicate in peer-to-peer contexts may be contributing to more human-caused disasters, as train engineers are distracted by sending or reading their text messages ignore track warning lights. Twitter permits instantaneous communication of the mundane all the way to earth shattering news. Who can forget the televised images of planes hitting the World Trade Center towers on 9/11 or the video of Katrina flood victims screaming for rescue from the roofs of their homes?
Because local news organizations share information and video with their network, with other news services across the country and around the world, and have at their disposal satellite transmission capability, a “localized” disaster may get rapid state, national, and even international news coverage. Disaster researcher Henry Quarantelli claims that the degree of reported disaster damage increases positively with the distance away from the disaster. In other words, damage estimates reported by news organizations increase the farther the reporting news organization is away from the disaster area itself.

Elected officials and emergency managers need to be aware of the news media’s strengths and weaknesses. Cultivating a good working relationship with local media people often pays important dividends in times of an emergency or disaster.
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