MANAGING MEDIA STAGING AREAS

At the scene of an incident, the news media’s most basic needs are access to information and images.  If you anticipate what they will want, you will have a better chance to control the scene and help guide the story.  

Many times at the scene of an incident a staging area can be set up to facilitate the enhanced flow of information between the designated Public Information Officer and the media.  Prior to establishing the location for this staging area, ask yourself the following questions:

Does the staging area infringe on the scene?

In some instances, areas of school may be considered a crime scene and need to be processed by forensic units.  In order to maintain the “integrity” of the scene and enhance the possibility for a successful investigation and subsequent prosecution, the scene must be kept clear of all nonessential personnel.  

Does the news media presence interfere with the work being done (e.g., rescue, cleanup, investigation, etc.)?

The ultimate goal of all public safety endeavors is to save lives, protect property, and preserve the environment—and almost all reporters would agree that their needs will come after these important tasks.  Members of the media do not want to interfere with these tasks, but if they can get close enough to observe and/or photograph they will be happy.

Does the location of the staging area place the media in danger or will they be in a position to endanger others?

In their zeal to “get the story” reporters may not always recognize the potential for danger to themselves.  Work to keep them out of danger as you would any member of the public.  Also, it may be necessary to explain to them the danger, and how if they fail to heed the warnings and become injured, they may endanger others who would have to then go in to rescue them (e.g., passing into the plume of a Hazmat area, traveling over an unsafe structure that may collapse, or moving into the line of fire of an armed suspect).  

Is the staging area convenient for you and policymakers?

In order to keep a consistent two-way flow of information with the media at the scene, it is important to make it relatively easy to communicate with them face to face.   

Will the reporters be too close—will they have access to sensitive information?

Zoom lenses, parabolic microphones, and just plain observant reporters may be able to discover sensitive information or disturb incident victims.  Make sure the staging area is far enough away and/or any affected students, staff, and other personnel are shielded from prying cameras, microphones, and eyes.

Will the staging area give reporters a clear line of sight to satellite or microwave towers?

Depending on where the staging area is, the media will need to be able to connect with their microwave towers or uplink with a satellite.  Check with them to see if the location selected for a staging area will allow them to accomplish this connection. 

Can the media get images they want?

The media will want to get as close as possible to get pictures/audio/interviews.  If there is a reason that the media cannot be allowed access to the scene, consider using a media pool to restrict access while allowing them to get the images and interviews they desire.  (A media pool refers to a group of news-gathering organizations pooling their resources in the collection of news.)  If a media pool is not an option, consider providing professional quality images to the media in the form of video and stills.

How can you keep them at the staging area?
You can’t—and don’t expect them to stay there all of the time.  They will go other places to get other information (local citizen reactions, sidebar stories, etc.).

You can arrange for school security or law enforcement personnel to restrict access to areas of the school or school grounds.
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