Student Manual—Emergency Management Operations Course



Unit 10

Media Relations/Public Information
TIME:  45 min

OBJECTIVES:

At the conclusion of this unit, participants will be able to:

· Identify and discuss steps that can be taken by local emergency response personnel to improve media relations in their community and use the media as a resource during emergency situations.

· Describe how local officials and media effectively disseminate information about emergencies to the public.

· Describe what information should be communicated to the public in preparation for and in response to an emergency.

· Describe what to expect from the media during an emergency.

· Describe precautions local officials should take when communicating with the media during an emergency.

SCOPE:

· Preparation of information for the different types of media; ensuring accuracy of reported information; using the media to disseminate public information; “do’s” and “don’ts” of interfacing with the media; role of the media before, during, and after an emergency; strategies for local emergency response personnel in dealing with the media; considerations for using the media as a means of achieving community stabilization during and after an emergency.

METHODOLOGY:


· Lecture/discussion

REFERENCES:

· Course Student Manual

Introduction and Overview

At the conclusion of this unit, you should be able to:

· Identify and discuss steps that can be taken by local emergency response personnel to improve media relations in your community and use the media as a resource during emergency situations.

· Describe how local officials and media effectively disseminate information about emergencies to the public.

· Describe what information should be communicated to the public in preparation for and in response to an emergency.

· Describe what to expect from the media during an emergency.

· Describe precautions local officials should take when communicating with the media during an emergency.

Emergency Public Information

· The overall role of the media in the dissemination of emergency public information

· The development of awareness campaigns:

· Different media channels available for awareness campaigns

· Content of awareness messages

· Preparedness information

· Evacuation information

· Shelter locations

· First aid

The Emergency Alert System

· How EAS functions: the technology and the equipment

· Procedure for activating EAS

· Types of information broadcast on EAS 

· Voluntary participation

Understanding the Media

· Check on excesses of government

· Integral part of the system of checks and balances

· No prior restraint on publication

· Question of fairness

Current Functions of the Media

· Reflect both sides of an issue

· Provide commentary

· Inform

· Entertain

· Test ideas

· Investigate

Suggestions for Dealing with the Media

Meet with the media before an emergency happens. Be prepared to:

· Explain police tactics, secured areas, command structure, etc. 

· Include top editors in your list of contacts, in addition to reporters.

· Meet separately with each newspaper and television station, if possible.

· Try to get agreement on a measure of cooperation and understanding.

· Ask about the organization’s policies and ethics.

· Establish the correct tone:

· Be open and honest.

· Treat the media as an ally, not an enemy.

· Establish a bond of trust.

· Appoint a spokesperson who:

· Has knowledge of media.

· Is trusted by media.

· Will not cut off access to other emergency officials and is available.

The media need fast, accurate information because the public expects to be informed quickly. To facilitate this process, you should:

· Get facts assembled and distributed to press as soon as they are verified.

· Do not mislead; do not hide unfavorable information.

· Answer questions forthrightly, but do not be afraid to acknowledge if all of the information is not yet available.

· Promise to get additional information on questions.

· Be familiar with print and electronic deadlines.

· Do not overstate or understate the problem.

· Speak plainly; avoid jargon.

· Do not appear to be either capitalizing on the emergency or seeking credit for a job well done.

How the Media Can Help

The media can often help you perform your emergency management

functions.

· Television and radio get news out quickly in bulletin form. They help alert the public.

· Print media get large amounts of information to the public. They provide data that can be studied at leisure (e.g., list of dead and injured, condition of injured, investigative reports).

· Media unconsciously boost image of agencies involved in emergency/disaster because they tell the public what is being done.

Special Problems with the Media

Handling Investigative Reporters

· Do not hide problems.

· Be honest.

· Do not answer questions unless qualified to do so.

· Avoid saying, “No comment.” This will raise the red flag!

Media Competition

· Beware of media representatives who want to beat the competition by publishing or broadcasting half a story.

· Avoid saying the same thing over again.

· Treat all branches of the media equally.

· Keep away from special relationships and trusts.

Access to Emergency/Disaster Site

· Allow television and print photographers to get as close to the scene as possible.

· Give reporters a tour, even if only on a pool basis.

· Do not use danger as an excuse for keeping the press completely at bay.

· Remember that television needs pictures immediately.

Journalism Ethics

· Trusting the press.

· How to redress a published or broadcast error.

· Television’s special problems.

· Problem of reporters and photographers who ignore the rules.

· Unauthorized interviews, unnamed sources.

· Understand definitions of “on the record,” “off the record,” “background,” and “confidential source.”

· Need for comparison.

Summary and Questions
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