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Foreword

Disasters continue to ravage the world

with increasing frequency and severity.

There are the natural disasters such as earth-

quakes, typhoons, volcanic eruptions, floods,

drought, etc., and the man-made ones such as

technological disasters (Bhopal and

Cbernobyl), and political disasters that may

trigger civil wars with unprecedented scope for

destruction. And that is not all, for we have a

mix between naturally occurring hazards and

man-made disasters, causing pollution, defor-

estation, desertification, and global warming,

with potentially more calamitous consequences

to our small planet.

Natural hazards are inevitable natural

phenomena, and their transition into disasters

is often a result of the organization and behav-

ior of our society. Disasters do not have to

cause such considerable loss of life and proper-

ty as well as social dislocation. Some disasters

can at best be prevented, and the impact of

others largely mitigated or reduced. Communi-

cations of all sorts, especially specialized appli-

cation of telecommunications and associated

information technologies in remote sensing,

radar and telemetry, broadcasting and other

media, meteorology as well as communications

for disaster logistics management, early warn-

ing systems, and public education on disasters

all have a pivotal role in reducing loss of life

and property arising from disasters.

Concerted effort by the international com-

munity is of crucial importance in harnessing

the power of communications for disaster miti-

gation. Efforts already undertaken under the

auspices of the International Decade for

Natural Disaster Reduction (IDNDR), in par-

ticular through The Annenberg Washington

Program, the Tampere Declaration on Disaster

Communications, and the Yokohama Strategy

and Plan of Action for a Safer World as well as

the Roundtable, The Media, Scientific

Information and Disasters, are concrete

actions toward ensuring that humanity is

served by the communications technologies

and services now at our disposal. It is our com-

mon responsibility to reduce disasters and the

aggregate of their direct and collateral damage.

We now have the means to do so.

The International Telecommunication

Union will cooperate actively with all national

and international actors and agencies con-

cerned in order to fully exploit the telecommu-

nication potential to avert disasters and to save

life and property.

Pekka Tarjanne

Secretary-General

International Telecommunication Union

v



Preface

News of the devastating Los Angeles

earthquake reached President Clinton

exactly 40 minutes after the first shock waves

were felt in Los Angeles on the morning of

January 17, 1994. The President was

informed not by officials from the White

House, the National Security Council, or

even the Federal Emergency Management

Agency. Instead, the call came from Housing

and Urban Development Secretary Henry

Cisneros, who was in the CBS television stu-

dios in Washington preparing for an inter-

view on empowerment zones. After calling

his brother in Los Angeles, the President

turned for information to the television. "I

was able to watch it unfold on television. It

was really something, " the President said.

President Clinton's experience highlights

the inextricable link between comrnunica-

tions and disaster mitigation. Communica-

tions technologies, skills, and media are

essential to link scientists, disaster mitigation

officials, government officials, and the public;

educate the public about disaster prepared-

ness; track approaching hazards; alert

authorities; warn the people most likely to be

affected; assess damage; collect information,

supplies, and other resources; coordinate res-

cue and relief activities; account for missing

people; and motivate public, political, and

institutional responses.

The Annenberg Washington Program

first explored the link between communica-

tions and disaster mitigation in 1986. Just

days after the world learned of the disaster at

Chernobyl, Ambassador Walter Annenberg

suggested that the Program explore how bet-

ter uses of communications could diminish

the impact of international disasters. The

Program-which provides a neutral forum,

open to diverse opinion, for assessing the

impact of communications technologies and

public policies-serves as a bridge between

policymakers, industry officials, academics,

the press, and the public. Ambassador

Annenberg believed that such a bridge could

help facilitate the more effective use of

advanced communications technologies and

skills to inform the public, save lives, and

reduce suffering in the face of tragedy.

In October 1986, the Program spon-

sored GLOBALDISASTERSANDINTERNA-

TIONALINFORMATIONFLows, the first in a

series of meetings and publications exploring

the more effective use of communications in

response to the release of radioactive material

at Chernobyl and Three-Mile Island nuclear

power stations and other natural and man-

1
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SUDDEN CATASTROPHEs-at the International

Institute of Communications' annual confer-

ence in Washington, D.C. Led by Annenberg

Senior Fellow David Webster, the presenta-

tion was accompanied by the release of a col-

lection of draft papers, International Disaster

Communications Initiatives for Greater

Effectiveness in Mitigating Sudden

Catastrophes. The final papers were pub-

lished by the Program in May 1989 under

the title Communication When It's Needed

Most: How New Technology Could Help in

Sudden Disasters.

The Annenberg Washington Program

sponsored anotherforum in March 1989,

LESSONS IN EMERGENCY COMMUNICATIONS

FROMTHE DISASTERS OF 1988. The devastat-

ing earthquake in Armenia and the flooding

in Bangladesh gave tragic testimony to the

importance of international communications

in the face of natural disasters and the almost

universal inadequacy of the political and

technological response to that need. In the

face of related international activities, includ-

ing proclamation of the International Decade

for Natural Disaster Reduction (IDNDR)

and the United Nations Disaster Relief

Coordinator's International Conference on

Disaster Communications in Geneva in

March 1990, the stage was set for broader,

multinational initiatives.

From May 20-22, 1991, the Program

cosponsored the Conference on Disaster

Communications in Tampere, Finland.

Together with the International Institute of

,.';}i',"r.:, ," _.,",;.--1, <r,o-,

made disasters. Participants from Canada,

China, Italy, Japan, Mexico, the United

Kingdom, and the United States addressed

methods for improving the speed and accura-

cy of post-disaster communications.

At its April 1988 forum-CHERNOBYL;

LAW AND COMMUNICATIONS-the Program

announced the release of Chernobyl: Law and

Communications, by Philippe Sands, now

Director of the Foundation for International

Environmental Law and Development, which

analyzed international legal materials dealing

with early notification about nuclear and

other environmental disasters with trans-

boundary impact. In his foreword to the

book, Annenberg Director and former

Federal Communications Commission

Chairman Newton N. Minow summarized

both the promise and the need for the more

effective use of communications in disaster

prevention and relief;

International response to

Chernobyl-the influence of public

opinion, the uncensored flow of infor-

mation, and the quick signing of multi-

national conventions-has shown the

constructive influence of new commu-

nications technologies. They offer great

power and opportunity for the sharing

of insight and information, for averting

disaster, and for promoting a humane

response when disaster does strike.

In September 1988, the Program spon-

sored a panel-DIsASTER COMMUNICATIONS;

THE MITIGATION AND MANAGEMENT OF

2



Communications and Aamuhleti Group Ltd.,

with substantial support from the

Government of Finland, United Nations

Disaster Relief Coordinator, International

Telecommunication Union, World

Meteorological Association, World Health

Organization, United Nations High

Commissioner for Refugees, and the

International Federation of Red Cross and

Red Crescent Societies, among others, the

Program brought together 120 experts in

communications and disaster management

from more than 25 countries. At the conclu-

sion of three days of intensive discussions, the

conference participants issued The Tampere

Declaration on Disaster Communications,

addressing the urgent need to coordinate and

improve national and international communi-

cations capabilities to reduce loss of life and

damage to property and the environment as a

result of natural and man-made disasters.

The Declaration called for the negotiation of

an international Convention on Disaster

Communications.

In September 1991, the International

Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent

Societies asked the Program to examine the

strategic use of communications and informa-

tion by the Federation and among the

Federation's more than 150 national organi-

zations. Annenberg Senior Fellow Dale N.

Hatfield conducted a thorough study of the

Federation's communications assets and

needs, including interviews with Federation

personnel in Geneva, visits to the Federation's

communications and information manage-

ment facilities, and extensive reviews of

Federation documents. Hatfield's report to

the Federation-Disaster Communications

and Information Management in the

International Federation of Red Cross and

Red Crescent Societies: A Strategic

Assessment-was published by the Program

in 1992.

In 1993-94, The Annenberg Washington

Program sponsored the project, MEDIA,

DISASTERRELIEFANDIMAGESOFTHE

DEVELOPINGWORLD.Senior officials from

the American Red Cross, BBC, CARE, CNN,

the International Broadcasting Trust, the

Federation, U.K. Overseas Development

Administration, National Public Radio

(NPR), Save the Children, and other leading

media and relief organizations met in

Washington and London to consider practi-

cal, specific strategies for both the media and

relief organizations to improve the accuracy,

timeliness, quality, and cost-effectiveness of

the information they disseminate about devel-

oping countries. Their recommendations were

published in March 1994 in the Program's

report, Media, Disaster Relief and Images of

the Developing World, written by Annenberg

Senior Fellow Fred H. Cate.

On May 24,1994, the Program, in

cooperation with the IDNDR Secretariat,

convened an international Roundtable,

THEMEDIA,SCIENTIFICINFORMATIONAND

DISASTERS,at the United Nations World

Conference on Natural Disaster Reduction in

3



Yokohama, Japan. The Conference-the

largest disaster-related meeting ever, with

more than 5,000 participants and delegations

from 148 countries-was the key mid-decade

event in the IDNDR. The Roundtable exam-

ined important issues about the roles of, and

the relationships among, the media, scientists,

relief organizations, and government officials,

in generating, transmitting, and responding to

disaster-related information.

In September 1994, the role of communi-

cations in disaster mitigation will again be the

subject of international discussion at the 25th

anniversary meeting of the International

Institute of Communications. It is fitting that

this meeting takes place in Tampere, Finland,

the site of the 1991 Conference on Disaster

Communications. Despite the designation by

the United Nations of the 1990s as the

International Decade for Natural Disaster

Reduction, there is still much to be done to

realize the full potential of communications to

reduce the impact of disasters.

On the eighth anniversary of The

Annenberg Washington Program's first meet-

ing on international disaster communications,

and the third anniversary of the Conference

on Disaster Communications in Tampere, the

Program is delighted to publish International

Disaster Communications: Harnessing the

Power of Communications to Avert Disasters

and Save Lives. The volume includes a report

on the Roundtable, THEMEDIA,SCIENTIFIC

INFORMATIONANDDISASTERSat the United

Nations World Conference on Disaster

Reduction in Yokohama as well as excerpts

from previous Annenberg publications on the

many facets of communications in disaster

reduction.

The essays in this volume reflect the

efforts of many people. Although they are too

numerous to list all of them here, The

Annenberg Washington Program is grateful

for the opportunity to have worked so closely

with each of them, and particularly with Dr.

Pekka Tarjanne and the International

Telecommunication Union, Dr. Frank Press,

Dr. Stephen Rattien, Dr. Caroline Clarke

Guarnizo and the National Academy of

Sciences, Dr. Peter Walker and the

International Federation of Red Cross and

Red Crescent Societies, the International

Institute of Communications, the

International Decade for Natural Disaster

Reduction Secretariat, and the many other

dedicated individuals and organizations who

have given generously of their considerable

knowledge and experience. 1 The Annenberg

Washington Program shares their commit-

ment to improving the speed, accuracy, and

effectiveness of humane communications to

save lives and reduce human suffering in the

face of disasters throughout the world.
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The vital role of communications in all

phases of disaster mitigation was highlighted

at the recent World Conference on Natural

Disaster Reduction, May 23-27, 1994, in

Yokohama, Japan. The Conference-the

The Media and Disaster Reduction:
Roundtable on the Media, Scientific Information and
Disasters at the United Nations World Conference
on Natural Disaster Reduction

Fred H. Cate

In the face of extraordinary and increas-

ing human and economic costs of natural

disasters, the United Nations designated the

1990s as the International Decade for

Natural Disaster Reduction (IDNDRJ.

Initiated by Dr. Frank Press, then-President

of the U.S. National Academy of Sciences,

the IDNDR explicitly recognized that

humankind possesses the means to reduce the

impact of disasters-to save lives and reduce

damage to property.

Effective, reliable communications are

vital to disaster reduction and an important

focus of the IDNDR. Communications tech-

nologies, skills, and media are essential to

link scientists, disaster mitigation officials,

and the public; educate the public about dis-

aster preparedness; track approaching haz-

ards; alert authorities; warn the people most

likely to be affected; assess damage; collect

information, supplies, and other resources;

coordinate rescue and relief activities;

account for missing people; and motivate

public, political, and institutional responses.

largest disaster-related meeting ever, with

more than 5,000 participants and delegations

from 148 countries-was the key mid-decade

event in the IDNDR and the first United

Nation's event in which the Republic of South

Africa participated.

In addition to discussions throughout the

Conference and in the final report concerning

the importance of communications, the World

Conference featured the Roundtable, THE

MEDIA,SCIENTIFICINFORMATIONAND

DISASTERS,organized by The Annenberg

Washington Program, in cooperation with the

IDNDR Secretariat in Geneva. At the

Roundtable, senior journalists, relief officials,

and scientists explored the involvement of the

media in disaster mitigation and practical

means for improving relationships among the

media, disaster relief and scientific communi-

ties. This report is based on the Roundtable

and the wide range of related discussions at

the World Conference.

5
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The Growing Threat of Natural Hazards

The number and impact of natural disasters are increasing at a dramatic rate. Between
1963 and 1967, the world experienced 16 disasters that took the lives of 100 or more
people and 89 disasters that caused damage of 1 percent or more of national GNP of the
countries affected. Twenty-five years later, between 1988 and 1992, the world experienced
66 disasters that killed 100 or more people and 205 that cost 1percent or more of nation-
al GNP. Over three million people have been killed by disasters in the past two decades. In
constant (1990) dollars, the total economic cost of natural disasters has tripled in the last
30 years, from $40 billion in the 1960s to $120 billion in the 1980s. In the first three
years of the 1990s, natural disasters caused more than $85 billion in economic losses, and
the figures continue to increase.

Although 90 percent of all people affected (95 percent of all people killed) by natural
disasters live in the developing world, more developed countries are not immune from this
deadly trend. In the United States, insurance payouts from natural disasters since 1990
already have more than quadrupled payouts for all of the 1980s. The actual economic
cost of natural disasters occurring in the United States in 1993 and the first three months
of 1994 is expected to exceed $100 billion-more than the nation's investment in research
and development during the same period.

The Focus on Disaster Prevention and Mitigation

As recognized in the Yokohama Strategy and Plan of Action for a Safer World, adopted
by the World Conference on Natural Disaster Reduction, many of these costs-both in
terms of lives lost and property destroyed-could be avoided:

Natural disasters continue to strike and increase in magnitude, complexity, fre-
quency and economic impact. Whilst the natural phenomena causing disasters are
in most cases beyond human control, vulnerability is generally a result of human
activity. Therefore, society must recognize and strengthen traditional methods and
explore new ways to live with such risk, and take urgent actions to prevent as well
as to reduce the effects of such disasters. The capacities to do so are available.

Dr. Frank Press, who was acclaimed an Honorary Vice President of the World
Conference in recognition of his role as the founder of the International Decade for
Natural Disaster Reduction (IDNDR), has written: "Disasters are tragic, not only
because of the great losses to the victims, but also because they are often avoidable. The
means to reduce disasters' toll and ensure a safer future are available." Science and engi-
neering provide effective, reliable means of identifying hazard-prone regions, predicting
most natural hazards, and significantly protecting people and property from the fury of
earthquakes, floods, winds, landslides, avalanches, cyclones, tsunamis, locust infestations,
drought, and volcanic eruptions.

In short, natural hazards do not have to result in natural disasters. As Vice President
Al Gore has noted: "Natural hazards are inevitable. They represent the earth's normal
way of doing business .... Natural disasters are determined as much or more by societal
behavior and practice as by nature per se. They can and should be reduced." Disaster
reduction takes many forms. It may involve discouraging building in hazard-prone
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regions, such as flood plains, or investing in hazard-resistant building styles and materials,
such as flat roofs in high wind areas. Most disaster prevention and mitigation,
however, involves assuring effective, reliable communication.

The Central Roles of Communications in Disaster Reduction

Communication plays many vital roles in disaster reduction. While they often overlap,
these roles may be divided into five broad categories: Technical communications systems,
such as satellites, remote sensing devices, and computer networks, and other technology-
based communication systems research, predict, track, and provide early warning of nat-
ural hazards. Disaster site communications maintain links with disaster response officials,
the government, affected populations, and sources of emergency relief supplies.
Organizational communications are essential for the effective, dependable operation and
interaction of private, governmental, and multinational disaster prevention and relief
organizations. Communication for scientific development and policy formation, between
scientists, engineers, government officials, other disaster response officials, insurers, the
media, and the public develop our knowledge of natural hazards and how to keep them
from becoming disasters. Public education and communication-through electronic and
print media, wired and cellular telephones, and alternative media-educate the public
about natural hazards and disaster prevention, warn of approaching hazards, and facili-
tate participation in public discussions about disaster preparedness and response.

Each of these uses of communications in response to disasters has attracted the atten-
tion of scientists, disaster relief officials, and communications specialists. Technical com-
munications systems, disaster site communications, and organizational communications,
in particular, have been the subject of ongoing international discussions and reports, a
number of which are reprinted elsewhere in this volume. The importance of communica-
tions in disaster mitigation has played a significant role in the IDNDR. One of the earliest
meetings on communications and disasters in the 1990s was the International Conference
on Disaster Communications, convened by the United Nations Disaster Relief
Coordinator in Geneva, March 19-21, 1990, and funded by the Federal Republic of
Germany. Stephen Rattien, whose contribution to The Annenberg Washington Program's
report, Communication When It's Needed Most: How New Technology Could Help in
Sudden Disasters, captured the theme of these many discussions when he wrote that com-
munications are "central" to the effort to "save many lives and reduce human suffering,
dislocation and economic losses" in the face of disasters. Dr. Rattien, now Executive
Director of the National Academy of Sciences Commission on Geosciences, Environment
and Resources, concluded: "Mass communications is inextricably entwined with disasters
and hazard mitigation."

The Role of the Media in Disaster Mitigation:
Roundtable on the Media, Scientific Information and Disasters

Complementing the focus of earlier meetings and publications on the importance of tech-
nical communications systems, disaster site communications, and organizational commu-
nications in disaster preparedness and response, the World Conference on Natural
Disaster Reduction and the Roundtable on the Media, Scientific Information and
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Disasters addressed the vital roles of communications among and between scientists,
engineers, government officials, disaster response officials, and particularly the media
and the public in disaster mitigation .

• Effective Communication

The Roundtable participants sounded two themes that dominated the entire conference:
disaster prevention, rather than merely response, and the importance of individual action
to mitigate the impact of natural hazards. The participants stressed that "timely, accurate
and sensitive communications in the face of natural hazards are demonstrated, cost-effec-
tive means of saving lives, reducing property damage, and increasing public understand-
ing. Such communications can educate, warn, inform and empower people to take practi-
cal steps to protect themselves from natural hazards."

Participants in the Roundtable and the Conference offered many impressive examples
where public education and the rapid, widespread dissemination of early warnings saved
thousands of lives. In November 1970, for example, a tropical cyclone, combined with a
high tide, struck southeastern Bangladesh, leaving more than 300,000 people dead and
1.3 million homeless. In May 1985, a comparable cyclone and storm surge hit the same
area. "This time," according to IDNDR Director Dr. Olavi Elo, "there was better local
dissemination of disaster warnings and the people were better prepared to respond to
them. The loss of life, although still high, was 10,000 or about 3 percent of that in 1970."
When a devastating cyclone struck the same area of Bangladesh in May 1994, fewer than
1,000 people died. The dramatic difference, according to Roundtable participant
Mohammed Saidur Rahman, Director of the Bangladesh Disaster Preparedness Centre,
was a new early-warning system that allows radio stations to alert people in low-lying
areas. According to Mr. Rahman, "wonderful work was done by the media."

Hurricane Gilbert, which hit Jamaica in September 1988, was one of the worst storms
in the island's history. The storm had been tracked, however, by the Regional Hurricane
Center in Miami and by national meteorological services in the area. They predicted
Gilbert's path and issued timely warnings to relief officials and the public. The result,
according to the World Meteorological Organization, was a much lower death toll than
when a similar hurricane struck in 1951, despite the fact that the population of Jamaica
had doubled in the meantime. In addition to the technical communications systems that
provided early warnings, IDNDR Director Elo noted, "Jamaicans had better knowledge of
areas at high risk from flooding. There was also a widespread public awareness that a lot
could be done to avoid loss of life and damage."

Fifteen years ago, there were advanced warnings for only 45 percent of tornados.
Today, the figure is 89 percent and growing. In the United States, 1,400 people lost their
lives from tornados between 1950 and 1959. Between 1983 and 1992, the death toll
dropped to 521. According to the World Meteorological Organization, this trend, which
applies to hurricanes and cyclones as well, is the direct result of, among other achieve-
ments, "advancements in communications technologies." Commenting on the dramatical-
ly different impacts of a 1977 cyclone in Andra Pradesh, India, which killed 10,000 peo-
ple, and a similar storm in the same area 13 years later, which killed 910, the IDNDR
Secretariat concluded: "Emergency preparedness and early warning measures save lives
and money.... There [is] no reason to be fatalistic."

8



• Partnerships With the Media

These and many other examples make clear that media throughout the world playa vital
role in educating the public about disasters; warning of hazards; gathering and transmit-
ting information about affected areas; alerting government officials, relief organizations,
and the public to specific needs; and facilitating discussions about disaster preparedness
and response.

For the media to fill these roles most effectively, the scientific and disaster mitigation
organizations need to establish and strengthen working relationships with the media. Peter
Hansen, United Nations Under-Secretary General for Humanitarian Affairs, challenged
disaster mitigation organizations to "act to sensitize the media" and to "make ourselves a
reliable source of usable information for journalists." Many of the Roundtable partici-
pants stressed the importance of providing reliable information to the media, as early as
possible, in a concise and readily understandable form, and linked where possible to news-
worthy events. "If you don't tell us about a story," commented Roundtable participant
Larry Register, Senior International Editor for CNN, "we can't cover it."

Terry Jeggle, Director of the Asian Disaster Preparedness Center in Bangkok, stressed
the importance of creating and taking advantage of mechanisms for journalists and disas-
ter mitigation officials to spend more time together and learn about each other's work.
Regular, routine interaction, before a disaster strikes, lays the groundwork for effective
working relationships in the aftermath of a disaster. Moreover, the experience, sensitivity,
and trust that such contact facilitates contributes to the quality and focus of media cover-
age relating to disasters.

Many of the participants at the Roundtable stressed the need for the disaster mitiga-
tion community and those associated with the IDNDR to identify specific themes to con-
vey to the media and the public. One vital factor in effective communications is the cre-
ation and repetition of precise, effective messages, both through the mass media and in
other alternative forms of communication. Such messages can empower people to take
practical steps to protect themselves from natural hazards and to demand attention by pri-
vate and governmental organizations to disaster prevention, mitigation, and response. For
example, Lawrence Grossman, member of the U.S. Delegation to the World Conference,
President of Horizons TV, and former president of NBC News and PBS, suggested devel-
oping a collection of simple, consistent, readily understandable icons providing instruc-
tions for disaster preparedness. Like the widely recognized traffic icons, emergency exit
indicators, or "no smoking" signs, these would provide specific warnings (e.g., tornado
watch; high winds warning), or instructions (e.g., move to higher ground; take cover).

Effective working relationships require the media, NGOs (non-governmental relief or
development organizations), scientists, government agencies and international organiza-
tions to recognize that, while they have much in common, they also often have distinct
objectives and needs. Many participants noted the importance of recognizing those differ-
ences and of working together to explore ways of helping meet each others' needs. It is
also important to recognize differences among media (print vs. broadcast, radio vs. televi-
sion, domestic vs. international, etc.) and to take into account their distinct characteristics,
potential, and needs. Participants also noted that the media and relief organizations at
times, and appropriately, challenge each other and ask difficult, penetrating questions.

9



After all, said one Roundtable audience member, "it is through the media that the agencies
are accountable to the public."

• The Focus and Impact of Media Coverage and Public Communications by Agencies

Many participants expressed hope that disaster mitigation organizations would focus
more of their public information efforts, and that the media would focus more of its cov-
erage, on disaster prevention and reduction, instead of loss of life and damage to property.
Both disaster mitigation agencies and the media, for example, should identify and commu-
nicate to the public specific measures that have either succeeded or failed to reduce the
impact of natural hazards. James P. Bruce, Chairman of the IDNDR Scientific and
Technical Committee, noted that he worries about the public and media "obsession with
death and dying." A news story about the damage inflicted by a cyclone, for example,
could just as easily include information about the types of structures that survived and
those that did not.

Ferruccio Ferrigni, Director of Programmes at the European University Centre for
Cultural Heritage, stressed the opportunities for interesting, important news stories both
before and long after disasters, as well as in the immediate aftermath of a disaster
"event," where most media attention is now focused. Similarly, most disaster prevention
and response is local. Although many people mistakenly believe that international aid
funds most disaster relief, Dr. Elo has noted that "international aid seldom exceeds 4 per-
cent of the economic loss." "It is important," Dr. Ferrigni concluded, "for the media to
report how the people solved their own problems."

The absence of such stories has a demonstrable impact on the recognition by govern-
ment officials and the public that there is much that can be done to protect both lives and
property before and during a natural disaster. In his opening address to the World
Conference, Dr. Elo stressed:

Societies are so overwhelmed by human emergencies, by human disasters, that we
have halted in our tracks, as it were, on the road to progress and development, to
stand helplessly by, paralyzed, watching so many human tragedies unravel before
our eyes. We are not helped by how the priorities are perceived in the eyes of the
media: human misery is far more news-worthy than a population that has been
made safe and sound. In short, an earthquake or flood that does little or no dam-
age is not news.

Many times the links between important information and stories that appear "news-
worthy" in the eyes of the media and the public are difficult to establish, as suggested by a
report at the World Conference from the U.N. Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO).
"When images of tortured starving faces and the bloated bellies of dying children lead the
nightly news, the world rushes food and assistance to the hungry. As the food aid arrives,
it feeds the news as well as the starving." Despite the impression that many western
observers share that Africa is "a continent of recurring famine," the FAO report contin-
ued, it is drought, not famine, that is Africa's "principal natural disaster .... Famine is not
the necessary outcome of drought. There are proven strategies to reduce the effects of
drought and prevent even the most vulnerable populations from starving."
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In 1992, for example, 12 southern African countries were hit by a drought that caused
greater crop failure than Ethiopia, the Sahel, and the Horn of Africa faced in
1984-85. But a rapid response by the countries involved, as well as international organiza-
tions such as the FAO, prevented that drought from causing famine. "The unprecedented
early response prevented a famine and as such a major news story." What went largely unre-
ported, the FAO concluded, was the "story about millions who could have died but did not."

In addition to concern about information that needs to reach the public but does not,
some participants expressed concern about the impact of the information that does reach
the public. Peter Walker, Director of the Disaster Policy Department of the International
Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, urged that new attention be paid to
the impact of the images of disaster relief activities portrayed through the media. Dr.
Walker had participated the previous year in a project examining the effects of media cov-
erage of disaster relief sponsored by The Annenberg Washington Program. Senior officials
from the American Red Cross, BBC, CARE, CNN, the International Broadcasting Trust,
the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, U.K. Overseas
Development Administration, NPR, Save the Children, and other leading media and relief
organizations met in Washington and London to consider practical, specific strategies for
both the media and relief organizations to improve the accuracy, timeliness, quality, and
cost-effectiveness of the information they disseminate about developing countries. The
project's final report, Media, Disaster Relief and Images of the Developing World, written
by Annenberg Senior Fellow Fred H. Cate, convener of the Yokohama Roundtable, under-
scored the issues raised by Dr. Walker:

Much of the public throughout the industrialized world shares an image of devel-
oping countries that is incomplete and inaccurate. The efforts of the media to
alert the public and report the news accurately and promptly, and of relief organi-
zations to motivate public and governmental support and save human lives, inad-
vertently contribute to this image. Because western audiences often lack knowl-
edge of developing countries, reports of exceptional events, such as famines or
floods, may foster misimpressions of the developing world.

At the Roundtable, Dr. Walker stressed that this is not an issue just for the media.
Relief agencies routinely convey images through the media in an effort to motivate sup-
port, raise money, or increase their own visibility. Each relief organization should ask
itself, Dr. Walker said, "Is the image you portray at odds with what your organization is
trying to do?" Many of the participants at the Roundtable stressed that there is much dis-
aster mitigation organizations can do directly, and in cooperation with the media, to help
focus public attention on disaster preparedness and prevention and to avoid many of the
unintentional consequences of the images used by and in the media. "The onus is on us,"
Dr. Walker concluded, referring to the responsibility of disaster mitigation organizations
to be more aware of the ramifications of their public communications .

• Alternatives to Media Coverage

Coverage by established news media is not the only means for communicating with the
public. Cooper Wright, Ecuador Project Director for the International Television Group of
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Children's Television Workshop (CTW), described a broader-based approach to disaster
preparedness. In cooperation with the Ministry of Education and Culture, the Ministry of
Information and Tourism, the National Civil Defense Administration, the u.s. Office of
Foreign Disaster Assistance-U.S. Agency for International Development, and Compafieros
de las Americas, CTW has formulated and disseminated specific disaster preparedness and
prevention instructions not only through Ecuador's cooperating television and radio sta-
tions, but also printed on soccer balls, coloring posters, and in coloring books. In addition
to reaching communities that may be beyond the reach of mass media, the balls, posters,
and books appeal more directly to children and provide a more interactive and entertain-
ing educational mechanism. The most important aspect of CTW's Ecuador project, Wright
stressed, is the "process of working with NGOs, media and production teams from within
Ecuador."

Other participants noted the opportunities for disaster management organizations to
create and air their own programming on cable television, public broadcasting stations,
and satellite television. Some participants recommended exploring alternative formats to
news coverage, such as educational or even entertainment programming. Morrie
Goodman, Director of Emergency Information and Public Affairs for the U.S. Federal
Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), noted that FEMA and the American Red Cross
had worked together to develop "Disaster Dudes," a show for children providing educa-
tional messages about disaster preparedness. During the 1994 Los Angeles earthquake,
FEMA distributed information directly to the public as an insert called Disaster Times in
the USA Today newspaper. Potential partnerships may exist outside of the media and dis-
aster mitigation agencies. The Japanese insurance industry, for example, spends the equiv-
alent of $200 million per year on disaster education .

• Outcome of the Yokohama Conference and Roundtable

Having examined many challenging issues about the relationship by the media and disas-
ter mitigation, the Roundtable issued seven recommendations for more accurate, timely,
and cost-effective provision of information about natural disasters and the conditions that
cause them. Those recommendations, which are attached, will be part of the final report
from the conference.

In addition, the Yokohama Strategy and Plan of Action for a Safer World, adopted
unanimously at the World Conference, reflects many of the key issues concerning the use
of communications in anticipation of, and response to, natural disasters. For example, one
of the ten principles identified in the Yokohama Strategy stresses that "[e]arly warnings of
impending disasters and their effective dissemination using telecommunications, including
broadcast services, are key factors to successful disaster prevention and preparedness."

In assessing the status of disaster reduction midway through the IDNDR, the
Yokohama Strategy notes that:

Education and training programmes and facilities for people professionally
involved and the public at large have not been sufficiently developed with a focus
on ways and means to reduce disasters. Also the potential of the information
media, industry, scientific community and the private sector at large has not been
sufficiently mobilized.
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Therefore, in the strategies for the next century, the Conference has included signifi-
cant attention to the role of communications, such as "improved risk assessment, broader
monitoring and communication of forecasts and warnings," and "placing higher priority
on the compilation and exchange of information on natural disaster reduction, especially
at regional and subregional levels, through the strengthening of existing mechanisms and
improved use of communication techniques."

In the Plan of Action, included in the Yokohama Strategy, the Conference has offered
specific steps for more effectively using communications in response to natural disasters.
Many of the recommended actions deal with predicting, tracking and providing warnings
regarding natural hazards, for example, "[i]ncorporate cost-effective technologies in
reduction programmes, including forecasting and warning systems" and "[Improve] the
communications on natural disasters among the countries of the region in the context of
preparedness and early warning systems."

The Plan of Action also addresses the important roles of the media and of public edu-
cation:

Establish and implement educational and information programmes aimed at gen-
erating general public awareness, with special emphasis on policy makers and
major groups, in order to ensure support for, and effectiveness of, disaster reduc-
tion programmes;

Enroll the media as a contributing sector in awareness raising, education and
opinion building in order to increase recognition of the potential of disaster
reduction to save human lives and protect property; ....

[Collect and disseminate] documentation and information to improve public
awareness of natural disasters and the potential to reduce their impact.

Finally, a number of the recommendations deal with organizational communications
and communications for scientific development and policy formation: "Endeavour to
document all disasters; [Improve] the exchange of information on disaster reduction
policies and technologies; [Formulate] education and training programmes and tech-
nical information exchanges aimed at human resource development."

Conclusion

The International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction and the World Conference have
made clear that natural hazards do not have to become natural disasters. Humankind is
not powerless when faced with the fury of nature. As Dr. Press has written, despite a dra-
matic increase in the number, severity, and complexity of these occurrences, "[t]he means
to reduce disasters' toll and ensure a safer future are available."

The World Conference has demonstrated once again that communications technolo-
gies, skills, and media are an essential part of those means. They are, as stated in the rec-
ommendations from the Yokohama Roundtable, "demonstrated, cost-effective means of
saving lives, reducing property damage, and increasing public understanding," irrespective
of location, population, or level of economic development. "Such communications can
educate, warn, inform and empower people to take practical steps to protect themselves
from natural hazards."
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The media playa unique role in disaster mitigation. Although the aims of the media
and those of disaster mitigation organizations are not synonymous, without compromis-
ing the independence and integrity of either, much can be done to communicate to the
public the information that will help many save their own lives.

The Yokohama Strategy and Plan of Action for a Safer World, the Principles and
Recommendations of the Roundtable on the Media, Scientific Information and Disasters,
and the continuing activities of the IDNDR are significant tools toward that end. In addi-
tion, The Annenberg Washington Program will continue to work with the United Nations,
disaster mitigation organizations, and the media to facilitate more humane uses of com-
munications to save lives, reduce damage to property and the environment, and increase
public understanding in the face of natural disasters.

Principles and Recommendations of the Roundtable on
the Media, Scientific Information and Disasters

Principles

1.Media throughout the world playa vital role in educating the public about disasters,
warning of hazards, gathering and transmitting information about affected areas, alerting
government officials, relief organizations, and the public to specific needs, and facilitating
discussions about disaster preparedness and response.

2. Timely, accurate and sensitive communications in the face of natural hazards are
demonstrated, cost-effective means of saving lives, reducing property damage, and
increasing public understanding. Such communications can educate, warn, inform, and
empower people to take practical steps to protect themselves from natural hazards.

Recommendations

3. Scientific and disaster mitigation organizations should seek to develop working rela-
tionships with the media based on mutual trust and the recognition of differing character-
istics, goals, and needs. Regular, effective communication among these disparate groups,
before, during, and after disaster "events" can greatly enhance those relationships.

4. Disaster mitigation organizations should seek to provide reliable information to the
media, as early as possible, in a concise and readily understandable form, and linked,
where possible, to newsworthy events.

5. Disaster mitigation organizations should seek to identify and communicate specific
themes and messages, both through the mass media and in other alternative forms of com-
munication.

14



6. Media and disaster mitigation organizations should take advantage of opportunities to
work together, to provide relevant training for reporters and field personnel to enhance
both disaster preparedness, mitigation and relief efforts and the timeliness, quality, and
accuracy of reporting about natural hazards.

7. Media organizations should address disaster prevention and reduction in coverage
relating to disasters. Disaster mitigation organizations and the media should identify and
communicate to the public specific measures that have either succeeded or failed to reduce
the impact of natural hazards.

8. Media organizations are encouraged to evaluate their reporting about natural hazards
and disaster preparedness, and, where appropriate, to work with disaster mitigation orga-
nizations to improve the quality, accuracy, and thoroughness of such reporting

9. The IDNDR Secretariat should communicate the outcome of the Conference to the
International Telecommunication Union and support ITU's efforts to develop an interna-
tional Convention on Disaster Communications.
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An Introduction with Four Proposals

David Webster

Over the past 20 years, sudden-onset natural disasters-earthquakes, floods, tidal waves,
and volcanoes-have killed nearly three million people and caused incalculable suffering
and untold damage. More people have been killed by such catastrophes than in the wars
in Vietnam, Afghanistan, or IranlIraq.

Thousands of lives could be saved in disasters through use of the latest communica-
tions technology, but this technology too often is not available or, if available, not put to
use. The reasons-understandable or not-are political, financial, and institutional.

The Annenberg Washington Program convened this study group, deliberately inviting
members with diverse specialties, to determine what the latest communications technology
can do in the aftermath of disasters, particularly those involving international prevention
and relief efforts and those that occur suddenly.

So this study is not about all disasters. It does not deal with famine, nor AIDS, nor
smoking-disasters of quite different varieties that raise different communication prob-
lems. Our emphasis is on sudden disasters because communications can make the vital
difference in the 24 hours that follow the incident itself. Our emphasis is international
because trans border emergencies present the most complex and difficult relief problems.
And our emphasis is on the developing countries because they bear more than their share
of suffering from disasters and generally need outside help to recover. We are not interest-
ed in technology alone; we also look at policy problems that arise from the changing pat-
terns in communications and the structure of the communications industry.

As this new decade begins, we expect growing attention to be paid to disaster mitiga-
tion. Specialists worldwide will be focusing their efforts on the subject during the 1990s,
which has been designated by the United Nations as the International Decade for Natural
Disaster Reduction. The papers and our proposals below are a contribution to that task.

Uppermost in our minds have been the expressed communications needs of relief
workers and planners. As reported in the paper by Robert Vessey and Jose Aponte of the
American Red Cross, preparedness and relief both depend on having the right information
at the right time. Hardware must be cost-effective-not necessarily involving the most
glamorous technology-and systems used by different relief groups must be able to talk
with one another. But hardware alone cannot suffice; training and maintenance, speed of
deployment and prior administrative agreements are also essential.

With all of these thoughts in mind, the group proposes four broad, practical initia-
tives, which can be ranked by their levels of ambition and probability of implementation.
Some require new spending new technology or major institutional reform. Others merely
reallocate existing resources or make them go further.

Proposals

1. Disaster relief and mitigation agencies should lay the groundwork for formal coopera-
tion with the mass media, especially broadcasters. Television not only multiplies the pub-
lic's awareness of and involvement in others' suffering, but also could give direct help.
Under cooperation agreements, for instance, broadcasters could make available any sur-
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plus remote transmission capacity to relief authorities desperate for electronic links to the
disaster scene. In exchange, disaster specialists would provide their expertise to journal-
ists, not only at the moment of crisis, but also in prior training sessions and video and
printed materials. The LifeNet project, described in Matthew Tietze and Lydia Kan's
paper, offers a model for valuable partnership with the media.

2. A new international treaty is needed to facilitate the swift and unhampered deployment
of relief equipment and personnel across borders. A draft Convention on Telecommunica-
tions Assistance for Disaster, prepared for this study group by Philippe Sands, would:

• direct the International Telecommunication Union or some other suitable body to col-
lect and disseminate information on available disaster communications resources, evaluate
potential satellite needs, and help requesting nations make disaster contingency plans;

• formalize a procedure for disaster-stricken nations to request help in disaster communi-
cations;

• give assisting nations' personnel and equipment immunity from arrest, seizure, and tax-
ation, and otherwise encourage rapid entry into requesting nations; and

• provide procedures for termination of assistance and arbitration of disputes.

3. A new international clearinghouse should be established as the central point of contact
and information in the case of sudden major disaster, or an existing agency such as the
United Nations Office of the Disaster Relief Coordinator (UNDRO) should be strength-
ened and re-mandated to take on these tasks. Despite all the tragic experience with disas-
ters, there is no central repository of gained knowledge about disaster mitigation. Nor is
there a recognized central databank listing available relief resources, nor archive of hazard
maps or of pre-disaster satellite images of the land for the vital comparison with post-dis-
aster images. Existing international agencies lack the resources and the clout to coordinate
effectively.

4. Remote-imaging satellite systems now being planned and built for commercial purposes
should be modified to be usable as parts of an eventual global system to be used in hazard
mapping, disaster prevention, warning, and relief.

Some of the secret "technical means" of the United States, the Soviet Union, and
China currently restricted to military and intelligence satellites could be made available
for lifesaving purposes. Were that capability applied to disaster mitigation, we would have
most of the tools we need. At present, even the discussion of this technology is inhibited
by the cloak of national security. How much that cloak really needs to cover should be
rethought.

Eventually the disaster-mitigation agencies may have access to a remote-sensing satel-
lite system designed for the job. They should pursue that possibility as technology advances
and other revenue-producing applications, which could share the costs, come on the scene.
The mass media, for instance, have such similar needs that the proposed remote-sensing
system for newsgathering (MediaSat) might well be used for disaster mitigation as well.
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In making these recommendations, we paid attention to long-term economic viability.
Clearly, there is a danger in prescribing the rich man's solution to the poor man's prob-
lem-solutions that may be impractical over the long run. We have also avoided recom-
mending new communications systems dedicated solely to emergency use. Disasters by
their very nature demand relief resources only occasionally and unpredictably. Nobody
would invent and install a national telephone system merely to use it for flood warnings.
Telephones do have that lifesaving capability, but in the real economic world, other uses
of phones carry the bulk of their cost. Ideally, private sector initiatives will, by design or
otherwise, create new capabilities that, with a little planning and a little money, can help
save property and lives.

Once you strip away all the analysis and the anecdotes and the descriptions, what
emerges from these papers is a broad consensus that there are ways in which modern
communications technology can be more effectively applied to disaster mitigation and
relief. But severe problems of cost, politics, and security, and also a kind of institutional
drag, have slowed down the adoption of many measures that are now both possible and
desirable.
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Needed: The Right Information at the Right Time

Robert D. Vessey and Jose A. Aponte

Ninety-nine years ago, a young engineer inspecting the Connenmaugh River Dam upriver
from Johnstown, Pennsylvania, realized that the dam was about to collapse. He jumped
onto his horse and raced to the nearest railroad station to telegraph a warning to commu-
nities in the valley below. His message never got through. The Johnstown Flood of 1899 is
part of the lore of American disasters. Even though the engineer was using state-of-the-art
communications, he could not deliver the right message at the right time. More than
2,200 people drowned.

In 1977, Johnstown suffered another flood, its third, and again there was a failure to
deliver the right messages at the right time, although communications technology was,
obviously, much further advanced. Again, the message didn't get through in a timely way,
but this time it was because of human failure, not technology's-a combination of an
overly cautious river forecaster who did not sound an alarm, and such corollary failures
as a Red Cross answering service in Pittsburgh that told the Johnstown Red Cross chapter
to call back in the morning. Fortunately, the residential areas of the city-or most of
them-had long since been relocated on higher ground and flood control works, built
after earlier flooding, added to the safety margin. The death toll was 58.

Some years ago, on the occasion of his 20th anniversary with the Red Cross Disaster
Services, the late Robert Edson was asked by an interviewer what he thought were the
three most important advances in disaster preparedness and response during his tenure.
One of the three, he said, was great advances in communications technology. (If he had
been alive at the time of the 1977 Johnstown flood, he'd have seen the Red Cross using an
experimental satellite uplink to reestablish communications when the city'S telephone
company building blew up.)

Yet despite technological progress, the basic need of 1899 still remains-getting the
right information at the right time. The tools now available to gather and deliver that
information range from small, hand-held shortwave radio units to complex satellite sys-
tems, but, unfortunately, they are not always in the right place when disaster threatens or
strikes and, even if they are, they don't necessarily deliver the right information.

Communications breakdowns are a continuing problem to those who rely on receiv-
ing the right information-the potential or actual disaster victim, the relief agencies, and
government decision-makers who must quickly mount a response and recovery effort.
What they need, essentially, is "people information"-warnings ahead of the disaster and
then, in its aftermath, data on casualties, damage, the supplies and skills that are needed,
the best ways to bring in these resources, the help that is available and is being provided,
and so on. And, of course, there is the pressure on communications systems to provide
information for anxious families concerned about loved ones believed to be in the disaster
area. This pressure may come from a nearby village or from relatives half a world away.

Radio is the communications mode of choice for emergency managers, although at
some point in the total communications system what comes in via radio is moved further
along the chain of command by telephone, facsimile, teleprinter, or other sophisticated
systems. Radio has the advantages of portability, availability, and versatility. Battery-pow-
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ered radios are not susceptible to downed wires, loss of power, damage to switching sta-
tions, or inundation of switchboards. An Illinois Bell System fire knocked out phone ser-
vice to tens of thousands of Chicago-area customers for weeks, and a similar problem
occurred in New York City several years before. The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers in
1959 projected that a high-tide hurricane affecting New York harbor would curtail tele-
phone service in much of Manhattan for well over a month. These are all indicators of
telephone vulnerability.

A look at the communications plans for a catastrophic earthquake in California pro-
vides an insight into communications organization for a major disaster. The state's plan
anticipates "that terrestrial-based telephone service will be disrupted for a period of time
within the affected areas," adding, "because of this factor, radio communications will pro-
vide most-if not all--communications ... during the first 24 to 36 hours of the emer-
gency operations period." Primary communications support will come from the
Telecommunications Division of the California Department of General Services, aided by
the Highway Patrol, National Guard, State Police, Fish and Game Division and other
state agencies, augmented by the California Wing of the Civil Air Patrol, and the
California Conservation Corps. In addition, support will come from such specialized sys-
tems as the California Emergency Services Radio System, the State Emergency
Communications Using Radio Effectively (SECURE), a high-frequency system used pri-
marily for long range communications; the California Law Enforcement System and its
Mutual Aid Radio System; the Office of Emergency Services Fire Radio System, the State
Radio Amateur Civil Emergency Service (RACES); and the Applied Technology Satellite
(ATS), which can be made available through NASA-Ames Laboratory.

In addition to the foregoing state radio resources and any existing telephone service,
the American Red Cross radio system and federally controlled radios will be made avail-
able through the National Communications System.

How well the communications system will work depends upon how it interlinks.
During the Mount St. Helens operation (and in many foreign disasters), a major problem
was the inability of different systems to communicate with one another. The Washington
State Police, for example, could not talk to the National Guard. In foreign disasters, mili-
tary radio often cannot communicate with civilian shortwave communicators.

The Protocols contained in the Geneva Conventions that pertain to radio communica-
tions in times of armed conflict could perhaps solve this problem. Protocol I permits spe-
cial agreements about using similar electronic systems to identify medical vehicles, ships
and aircraft. While this protocol applies to conflict situations, a similar agreement apply-
ing to disaster relief operations could be drafted.

The Protocol's chapter on communications provides, for instance, that medical units
use codes and signals laid down by the International Telecommunication Union, the
International Civil Aviation Organization, and the Inter-Governmental Maritime
Consultative Organization (IGMCO). The provisions also require that the codes and sig-
nals be used in accordance with those organizations' standards, practices, and procedures.
Further, the Protocol says that when two-way radio communications are not possible, the
signals provided for in the International Code of Signals be used. These signals were
adopted by the IGMCO and in the December 7,1944 Annex to the Chicago Convention
on International Civil Aviation.
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The purpose of this paper, however, is not to focus on the technical problems but on
communications content: After a catastrophic California earthquake, what will the emer-
gency response crews be communicating about?

First, they will be trying to determine what has happened. How many people are
injured or dead? How many need medical help or transportation to medical facilities?
Where will temporary medical facilities be established? What kinds of medical personnel
and equipment are needed? Where are people trapped in damaged buildings? Where are
search and rescue teams needed? What's happened to the uninjured? Where are they?
How many? Where should shelters be opened, and how can people get to them? What's
on fire? Where are gas leaks, downed power lines, broken sewer and water lines? (It is
estimated there could be as many as 1,750,000 lifeline breaks in a major Los Angeles-area
earthquake). Are there blocked roads, damaged highway bridges? What has happened,
physically, to the hospitals, food supply sources, and blood banks?

This information will have to be processed and resources deployed. Arrangements
must be made for locally available resources to be supplemented in an organized way by
the federal government, by the national Red Cross, other voluntary agencies, and by avail-
able help from nearby communities and adjacent states. The information relayed through
such networks should be available quickly, so that the response can be truly organized.
Confusion often results when the first publicly available information is fragmentary and
disseminated mainly by the news media and ham radio operators scattered around the
landscape.

Within the disaster area, the Red Cross needs to establish communications between
emergency vehicles and shelters, shelters and headquarters, supply depots and the commu-
nity's medical response teams. The Red Cross also must deal with literally millions of wel-
fare inquiries from outside the disaster area. The Red Cross should establish a predesig-
nated communications center outside the earthquake area, with 800-number lines, to han-
dle casualty and relocation information.

Information can be funneled to the center and computerized so that the inquiries can
be diverted away from the disaster area's already overloaded communications capacity.
Unless this is done, phone circuits that are jammed but otherwise still functioning will be
worthless. The emergency communications pattern must include a system for reaching the
victims to give them information and instructions as to what to do.

In foreign disasters, the need for such information exchange can be even more acute.
In developing nations or remote areas such as the Andes or the Pakistani delta, the com-
munications and emergency response infrastructure may not suit our needs. Problems
result when relief agencies from a score of nations add their shortwave radios and differ-
ent languages to the airwaves. They may also interpret what they hear in ways that differ
from common cultural understandings. For example, there have been situations in which
medical teams sent in by individual nations or their Red Cross societies could not commu-
nicate in the language of the host country. This language barrier made it difficult to moni-
tor what was going on or to initiate actions by local officials who had to do what was
being requested. This same problem applies to labels on medicines and other supplies and
to written instructions for their use. Additionally, a local radioman who is trying to com-
municate with a foreign relief agency may not understand what the agency's people are
saying or asking.
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The Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies and the International
Committee of the Red Cross use their own system or the system of the national Red Cross
society in the affected country. The Federation sends in its radios and, where allowed,
telex machines. In some cases, the Federation has been able to use an independent satellite
uplink unit, which includes its own generator, heating, air conditioning, telex, telefax,
telephone and telegraph systems. The unit-which was donated to the Federation by the
EP Corporation of Scandinavia-can operate 24 hours a day anywhere in the world. The
unit worked well during a test in Rio de Janeiro in 1987.

Despite the advantages of this system, some governments may object to this satellite
ground link equipment being brought in. On several occasions in recent years, the
Federation has been prevented from installing its own telefaxes because outgoing mes-
sages could not be monitored by the host country. The Red Cross has initiated negotia-
tions with some disaster-prone countries to establish prior agreements concerning permis-
sion to bring in the emergency satellite link.

Eventually, the Federation hopes that a pro forma agreement can be developed.
According to George Reid, director of public affairs for the Federation, such an agreement
would have to:
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• list the equipment and its parts by serial number;

• describe how the equipment works in both technical and laymen's language;

• guarantee that the equipment will be used exclusively for humanitarian purposes in the
event of disaster;

• ensure that it will be open to surveillance by the local (national) authorities;

• guarantee that it will be shipped out of the country when the relief effort is over, and

• state that no import or export duties will be charged.

The satellite ground link unit, which was brought in by the American Red Cross after
the Mexico City earthquake, could be flown to the scene of another large-scale disaster
and set up as a 24-hour-a-day link. Whether it could be used effectively for communica-
tions from operational sites more remote than a headquarters in a nation's capital remains
to be seen. In fact, the unit's value in establishing vital two-way communications might
well be limited if those in the field have no comparable uplink capacity.

While there may be problems getting permission to bring this particular piece of
equipment into a country, the same problems apply to all kinds of communications equip-
ment. Foreign relief agencies may also run into refusals or bureaucratic resistance to their
bringing in specialized equipment or use of in-country systems, unless they were already
present in the country for ongoing programs.

Finding out what happened in remote areas can be a time-consuming, frustrating
effort, especially if there is no way to get to the disaster area and helicopter landings are
made difficult by terrain or weather conditions. Fly-overs (including those by satellites
with photographic or radar devices) can provide some information about what happened
but not enough. Aerial photography requires not only interpretation but also comparison
with pre disaster conditions. The survivors may be hidden from view in forests or surviv-



ing buildings, or someplace else entirely, giving a mistaken impression that everyone has
been killed or is missing.

The poisonous gas cloud at Lake Nios in the Cameroon in 1986 is a classic example
of what happens when misinformation is spread worldwide by news coverage. Word of
the incident came from a Dutch priest a few miles away from the scene who reported that
the scene was "like a neutron bomb ... all the buildings are still standing but all the peo-
ple are dead." What had actually happened was that those who survived the gas cloud
had moved a few miles down the road from Lake Nios, leaving no one to answer the tele-
phone in the village. Also, the telex and phone were out at the Cameroon Red Cross, so
Red Cross officials in Geneva had no way of finding out what had happened. During the
two to three days it took to get accurate information from Lake Nios, all kinds of reports
were broadcast, some putting the evacuation total at 20,000 people. Experts and medical
supplies poured into the country from around the world. What was actually needed, it
turned out, was some salve for those who had suffered minor burns from the gas and cash
for evacuees camping out or with relatives to use in purchasing food at local markets. If
there had been adequate communications systems in place and working, a lot of unneeded
response efforts and international concern could have been avoided.

The content of emergency communications falls into the following four categories:

Warnings

Warning information is aimed at protecting life and property. It is most effective when
linked to information about what to do-evacuation instructions, boarding up, taping
glass windows, cutting off utilities, and so forth. In the United States, such warning sys-
tems include step-by-step hurricane forecasts, tornado and flood warnings, and instruc-
tions for related evacuations. Hurricane watches from the National Weather Service are
widely disseminated by the news media. They may be broadcast as long as two or three
days before actual impact. Hurricane warnings that attempt to pinpoint actual landfall 24
hours beforehand activate civil defense and public safety preparations for an actual evacu-
ation and the establishment of Red Cross mass care facilities. The Weather Service also
issues probabilities-the likelihood of a specific area being impacted-as a guide for emer-
gency response preparations.

Tornado watches and warnings are generally related to specific protective actions,
such as advising people to go to the basement. Often, a local tornado warning is nothing
more than a community siren, sounding a take-cover message. Flash flood warnings sim-
ply urge people to be alert and move to high ground as fast as they can. Other flood
warnings may provide time for orderly evacuation of people and removal or flood-proof-
ing of household or business equipment and furnishings. Blizzard and thunderstorm
warnings are also accompanied by protective information. Because earthquakes are cur-
rently unpredictable, no warning system is possible.

Where there are no warnings or the warnings are not linked to pre-provided precau-
tionary planning and education, the results are often tragic. In 1970, a tropical cyclone hit
Pakistan's low-lying coastal areas on the Bay of Bengal without warning, drowning
200,000 people. Not only was there no warning, but there was no safe place for them to
go if they had heard storm forecasts. Since then, shelter areas have been designated and a
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rudimentary warning system has been installed and linked to weather forecasts. This was
done under a cooperative project involving the World Meteorological Organization, the
International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, and the United States
and Pakistani governments.

Other technological systems, now in use, could be adapted for various parts of the
world. In some U.S. watersheds, a combination of radar and telemetry activates siren
warnings and other systems in affected communities when rainfall and river heights reach
certain levels. Such a warning system might have saved lives in the Big Thompson Canyon
in Colorado when radio and TV stations carrying programs from Denver did not telecast
weather information. In fact, cable TV is a problem. In some areas, local emergency agen-
cies cannot override the cable signal in an emergency. Systems similar to the flash-flood
warning system are now used to protect areas near volcanoes, including the Nevado del
Ruiz volcano in Colombia.

Remote sensing has an important role to play in warnings. It can be used effectively
to establish evacuation routes and to set up emergency plans based on an ongoing knowl-
edge of what is happening-if the information is available immediately to the public offi-
cials and if they know what to do with the information. Information from remote sensing
devices may include weather patterns, movement of lava and other natural phenomena, as
well as downed bridges, obstructed roads, and so on. Real-time availability of understand-
able remote-sensing information is not always possible, and many countries may object to
information gathered by another country's satellite as it passes overhead. It may be diplo-
matically undesirable to even offer to provide such data.

Other information sources can also help provide warnings. A broadcast meteorologist
in Mississippi predicted a tornado's path using a utility company's reports of power lines
downed as the storm moved through the grid of transmission lines. Movement of animals
is often a precursor to disaster. In the Sudan, for example, one long-accepted sign of
impending drought is the crowding of marketplaces with livestock for sale. There is an
earthquake-related animal behavior monitoring network in California, and the Chinese
have long watched for signs of unusual animal behavior in advance of earthquakes.

But what of chemical and nuclear emergencies? In light of Three Mile Island,
Chernobyl, and Bhopal, there has been a renewed interest in warning systems related to
accidents involving chemical spills or nuclear power plants.

Could warning technology have saved lives in the Indian town of Bhopal, where a
middle-of-the-night chemical leak killed more than 2,000 people? If a siren had sounded
automatically when the accident occurred, perhaps some lives would have been saved. But
the people would have had to know in advance what they should do if any particular
chemical exploded into the air around them. That's a big "if." In the United States, Title
III of the Superfund Amendments and Reauthorization Act of 1986 addresses this prob-
lem in its Community-Right-to-Know provisions. These provisions mandate that chemical
manufacturers or companies using chemicals inform local fire chiefs, emergency planning
authorities, and community organizations about the chemicals they have on hand and
how to deal with exposure to dangerous chemicals. Much of this information is already
being built into emergency management computer systems for use by civil defense and
public safety agencies.
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Successful warning systems can and have been established. In 1962, a chlorine barge
that contained as much potential poison gas as was used in all of World War I was salvaged
from the Mississippi River below Natchez. Components of the warning system developed
for that incident involved sirens (all other use of sirens was barred during the month-long
salvage operation), small planes and helicopters with public address systems, and National
Guardsmen with radios and whistles stationed on every Natchez street corner around the
clock. Again, the warning system was tied into widely known evacuation plans.

It remains to be seen how the mass of information about hundreds of different chemi-
cals will translate into public knowledge of what to do if a siren goes off behind a chemi-
cal company's chain link fence. Certainly some kind of communications technology will
be required.

The state of New Jersey is conducting one unusual effort using existing technology to
monitor hazardous materials transportation. Special monitoring and communications
equipment will be placed on all trucks and tankers carrying hazardous chemicals into or
within the state. The monitors will inform public safety officials of what is being trans-
ported and where it is going-over what roads and so on. In the event of an accident, the
place of the occurrence will be instantly communicated to emergency agencies.

Chernobyl focused attention on a persistently troublesome problem-how to warn
people about a nuclear power plant accident and what to tell them to do. In the United
States, plant operators are supposed to notify public officials if an accident reaches a cer-
tain danger level; the public agencies issue the warning. After Three Mile Island, the first
information to reach the residents of the area accurately reported the danger level, which
was low. But then sensational reporting in national media and confusing information
from government agencies caused more than 140,000 people to evacuate-without any
official recommendation that they do so.

In congressional hearings about nuclear planning, a civil defense director from a rural
North Carolina area testified that his warning plan was to send volunteers out, Paul
Revere style, to sound the alarm if there was an accident at a plant in his jurisdiction. Is
this a state-of-the-art warning system? What kind should there be? And what should its
message be? The initial warning could simply mean "stay indoors until further notice,"
or "leave permanently!"

The Chernobyl disaster pointed out the need for an international warning network to
collect the wide variety of radiation tracking information available in different parts of
Europe. In the United States, the national Environmental Protection Agency monitoring
network reported radiation levels in air, water, milk, and soil daily through its headquar-
ters in Washington. For all chemical and nuclear emergencies, warnings need to be made
immediately and linked to public knowledge of what to do.

What Is Happening? What Is Needed?

In order to implement an effective emergency response, public authorities need to know
what has happened and what is happening if the disaster is a continuing situation. At the
simplest level, a fire official or policeman at the scene of an incident reports on the nature
of the event and how many people are hurt or homeless. That information is given imme-
diately to those responsible for providing medical and social services. In more complex sit-
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uations, the information is much harder to acquire. Surveys to determine the extent of
destruction and casualties take time, and the area may be impossible to reach. In some
countries, the rescuers may not speak the same language or dialect as the people they are
trying to reach, and the immediate demands on their services may preclude taking the
time to get the information together and pass it on. Some disaster areas may be isolated
for extended periods of time, or disasters may remain undetected for days.

In such situations, radios, either airborne or air-dropped into the community, have
been of inestimable help. The information they pass along is more reliable than second-
hand reports and speculation, but it must be as specific as possible. Authorities and relief
agencies need to know exactly what supplies are needed. It does no good to send in med-
ical teams and equipment to treat large numbers of casualties if the casualties are all dead,
if the injured have only minor injuries, or if the people unexpectedly require immunization
or vermin-control teams. If the main effort is search and rescue, then heavy duty equip-
ment and experts in such activities should be sent instead of field hospitals. Those in
charge need to know whether local supplies of food are adequate or more has to be
brought in. In the latter case, they have to determine if food can be acquired and brought
in. Housing needs must also be quickly detailed.

Unfortunately, the news media cannot provide relief agencies with concrete informa-
tion on casualties, injuries, or damage. Generally, media reports are sketchy and tend to
concentrate on the sensational-deaths and destruction. They provide little timely, com-
prehensive information, needed by relief agencies, on the number of survivors or areas
untouched by the disaster. How many times did television show the same buildings ruined
by the Mexico City earthquake, without reporting that most of the city was relatively
undisturbed?

Whether aerial and satellite photography can quickly help define the needs of relief
operations still requires a good deal of study. Will the technology be acceptable to the
nations or people involved? And if a community has been buried or washed away, can a
photo interpreter unfamiliar with the area tell what was there before?

Operational Needs and Problems

The more specific the information transmitted, the more helpful it is. Details enable the
authorities to respond precisely instead of sending scattershot aid. Details about particular
pesticides in danger of release, for example, can be valuable in determining the proper
response.

Of primary importance is information about access to the disaster area. Remote sens-
ing can help here, as emergency officials seek to determine whether bridges and roads are
passable. Are area bridges and roads passable by four-wheel-drive vehicles only, or can
heavy-duty trucks and ambulances get through? Is there electric power, water, fuel? Are
body bags or vermin-control chemicals required? Is there a need for baby formula or spe-
cialized foods to meet cultural predilections? It is not unusual for well-meaning but mis-
guided groups to fly in foods that the local populations just will not eat.

Relief agencies also need to know about survivors-where they are, who they are,
whether they are injured. This information helps in assessing housing needs and in
informing anxious relatives.
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Transmitted information, unfortunately, does not automatically become usable infor-
mation. Technical information, names of medicines, names of survivors that are passed
along by radio or over the telephone must be transcribed by someone at the receiving end.
The job is not only tedious, but can, especially if language is a problem, lead to many
inaccuracies. Each emergency communications system, whether permanently installed or
trucked in, should have a radio-teletype or facsimile machine to allow lists to be transmit-
ted in hard copy. This means, of course, that at least one member of the communications
team should be able to type or that typists fluent in the native tongue should be located.

While facsimile machines are private (and some governments object to this), voice
radio presents the opposite problem. Voice radio is not very private, especially on bands
that can be monitored by ham-radio operators or owners of citizens-band transceivers.
One humorous result of this open exposure to relief agency messages occurred in Idaho
after the Teton Dam collapse. A Red Cross shelter nurse radioed to headquarters that her
shelter needed a supply of diapers-a routine message, but one that was overheard by
every truck driver in the general area. All day and into the night, trucks kept pulling up at
the shelter to offload boxes of disposable and regular diapers. Concerned truckers had
cleaned out every supermarket and drugstore for miles around! While the incident was
relatively harmless, consider the possibility that a routine report of one or two casualties
could lead to the unnecessary diversion of rescue squads and medical teams.

Informing Victims and Public Officials

Emergency information systems often overlook the need to communicate with the disaster
victims themselves and their public officials, especially in remote areas and low-income
neighborhoods. These areas normally have little access to more formal community infor-
mation networks. In smaller communities, public officials often have little real knowledge
of emergency response and relief programs beyond their own fire departments and rescue
squads.

Victims may have to receive information in a number of languages, and in simple,
direct words and graphics. While the news media provide much of this communication,
not everyone reads the newspaper or listens to radio. Relief agencies may need to turn to
sound trucks or small planes with public address systems, special leaflets or posters, and
broadcast public service announcements in a number of languages. Where illiteracy is
common, face-to-face contact through clergymen or missionaries, village elders, officials,
storekeepers, and other central figures needs to be encouraged.

No matter which means of communication is used, high priority should be given to
reassuring victims that they are not forgotten and that help is on its way, telling them
where and how to get it, and advising them of precautions that would protect family and
belongings.

More formal communications may be necessary to reach public officials, especially
since they are responsible for the well-being of the victims in their communities. They
need to know immediately what help is available, from whom, and how their constituents
can take advantage of these recovery resources. Otherwise, the officials may say with
great emotion, "My people need everything-they have no food, no clothes, no place to
stay" and set off a reaction of well-meant donations and unofficial relief efforts. Public
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officials or one of the emergency agencies in their community need to be quickly tied into
whatever emergency communications network is established for the disaster.

Communication with public officials also means informing foreign governments,
embassies in the affected country and abroad, national government emergency organiza-
tions, and the headquarters of voluntary relief groups. These organizations must have the
same understanding of the nature of the disaster, the needs of the victims, the resources
available, and what additional resources are needed from outside. With this information,
these agencies can begin to coordinate an orderly, appropriate response. Embassies can
inform inquiring nationals or their governments about what is needed, accept appropriate
donations, and forward inquiries about people who may have been affected or reassure
callers that their families have not been affected.

In international disasters, other nations need to know quickly what the affected gov-
ernment will accept in the way of help, emergency communications systems and equip-
ment, overflight policies, customs routines and the like. Because disaster can be highly
politicized, early warning of political or bureaucratic encumbrances can avert a lot of
heartache and wasted effort.

In the United States a system has been established through which a designated person
in each of the 50 governors' offices is quickly informed of the assistance needed in foreign
disasters. This system was intended to ward off campaigns for used clothing and other
donations that were inappropriate, unneeded, and costly to transport overseas in a timely
manner. The system itself is used now and then; there are those who want it more formal-
ly organized.

Pleas by local officials, picked up by the media, can often compound an already diffi-
cult information problem. Similarly, ham radio operators relaying information to official
agencies or the news media may provide the first information from an overseas disaster
area, but it may be completely out of context. The same kind of misinformation may come
out of domestic disaster areas in the United States, with the media focusing day after day
on the same few damaged houses, giving the impression an entire town has been destroyed.

Overzealous news reporting does not mean the media should be censored; rather, it
means they need to be linked more closely to sources of accurate information, and to be
encouraged to double-check their information rather than settle for stark but inaccurate
bad news. Furthermore, if reporters have access to satellite time, telephone or teleprinter
circuits, they must be made to understand that they cannot expect to use them to the
exclusion of relief workers.

Another media-related problem that is generally overlooked in emergency response
planning is the rubbernecking crowds that gather after disaster news is reported on the air.
After reports of two incidents in New York City-an expected difficult landing at
Kennedy Airport and an explosion on a Brooklyn pier-so many sightseers responded
that emergency vehicles could not get through. At the airport, spectators overflowed onto
the runways while they waited for the airliner to try its emergency landing. New York
City police later tried to get the media to agree to a 30-minute delay in reporting, which
would give the police time to secure emergency routes and take other necessary steps. No
agreement was reached, and the problem remains.

A final major problem is information overload. Computerized technology can absorb
masses of information and disgorge it on command, but can emergency managers deal
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with the information onslaught? Do they really need to? Does information technology
need to be tailored to actual information needs instead of answering the technologists'
desire for more and more capacity?

In 1977, a storm named Doria moved up the East Coast of the United States. The
Weather Service's state meteorologist for New Jersey worked around the clock putting
information about the storm's progress, rainfall amounts, and other information on to the
teletype circuits going from the state capital to emergency operations centers throughout
the state. Then he went to sleep, exhausted. The next day he decided to visit a number of
emergency operations centers to see how his output had been used. In center after center,
he found the floor littered with paper that had rolled off the machine, apparently unread.
He realized that once the storm had hit, emergency managers could respond directly to
the amount of water in their streets. They did not need more data from him. He had over-
loaded them. Similarly, broadcast weather information that repeatedly says "stay tuned
for further information" at some point becomes irrelevant to listeners who should have
already taken shelter or other protective steps.

The current overload classic is Title Ill's requirements for chemical reporting. The Act
requires that communities invest in a wide variety of systems to absorb the information on
thousands of Material Safety Data Sheets and other paperwork, and then make the infor-
mation instantly available when fire crews respond to a chemical spill, or when victims of
the spill reach a hospital.

Each new development in data technology makes even more disaster information
available to emergency managers, but its real usefulness is rarely assessed. Quality, not
quantity, should be the key.

Comprehensive, accurate, timely information gets help for the victims in a coordinat-
ed, effective manner. Without it, relief teams may waste time, effort, specialists, supplies
and equipment, or send in the wrong kind of help. At times, the best information will be
action-oriented-get out of the way, fast, before impending disaster. At other times, it may
not only expedite needed help, but do so without provoking well-intentioned excesses or
wasted effort.

One of the worst examples of unneeded help was the occasion when the U.S. govern-
ment sent vast food supplies to Guatemala earthquake victims. Unfortunately, arrival of
the American supplies coincided with Guatemala's own harvest, creating a secondary dis-
aster by usurping the local farmers' markets. This was worse, in its way, than other slip-
ups-medicines with labels in a language that could not be read by local doctors, and
mountains of unneeded clothing that had to be trucked, at great cost, out of the
Hurricane Camille landfall after that relief operation.

Good information helps. Bad information hurts. Both are disseminated through the
same technologies.

While this paper has focused on information content, emergency relief agencies have
worked to acquire useful information technology. The American Red Cross, for example,
was the first to experiment with the use of small, portable satellite uplinks that could be
carried or dropped into disaster areas where communication was a problem. In several
exercises, information from hand-held and mobile radios was relayed by a truck-mounted
satellite dish to national Red Cross headquarters. In another project, x-ray pictures of a
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patient were transmitted from the jungle to the hospital ship Hope and from the ship to a
radiologist in New York City for diagnosis.

While satellite communication is not always needed, portable suitcase-sized units
should be available in many major domestic or foreign disasters. Satellite capability might
be most useful in situations like post-earthquake Mexico City, where live pictures of res-
cue operations could be viewed instantly by rescue experts in other countries. The experts
could serve as "remote consultants," advising by voice transmission as the rescue mission
goes on. Part of an ideal system would be some kind of teleprinter or facsimile transmis-
sion unit that can be linked to the satellite or other lines or radios; where language prob-
lems exist, some kind of limited desktop-publishing capability would help in printing
information for victims in a variety of translations.

Developers of high-tech emergency communications systems must keep in mind the
cost of equipment and the time required to get it in place. Especially those relief agencies
that depend on public contributions must pay attention to cost-effectiveness. If, for exam-
ple, it takes 24 hours-including truck or helicopter transportation-to get a satellite
uplink into place and set up, is the uplink cost justified? This question is critical, especial-
ly if less sophisticated systems could handle the immediate emergency. For many Red
Cross societies, existing links are adequate. Bringing in new systems would be redundant,
especially where only a few messages are sent in a week. Of course, the bottom line is that
any communications system must be up and running very quickly if all who need it are to
get the right information at the right time.



The Media and Disasters: Building a Better Understanding

Brian Wenham

It is well-documented elsewhere in these papers that new technological advances in com-
munications offer the prospect of considerable improvement, both in the anticipation of
sudden-onset disaster, and in dealing with after-effects once disaster occurs. This is unre-
servedly good news. Contrary to general opinion, the news media are not hostile to good
news per se, but they often do not recognize it when they see it. In part, the problem is
that, being for the most part generalists and firemen, reporters lack the time to become
fully conversant with the inwardnesses of any specialty or discipline. In part, too, we
should remember that the media and disaster-mitigation agencies are in essentially differ-
ent businesses. The media "tell how bad things are" while the disaster-relief agencies
"make things better." Although fundamental interests may increasingly overlap, basic
drives will not.

This paper points up a half dozen ways in which the news media might be encouraged
and better informed about the activities of disaster-mitigation agencies, so that they might
become more aware of general susceptibilities they could offend, and learn more about
how they could be of positive help. Starting with the technical detail amply given else-
where, the paper hazards some guesses about how a more productive relationship might
unfold.

The Media and Distress

The media are naturally drawn to disaster, large-scale or small, on plain grounds of
human interest, sometimes compassionate but often mawkish. The fascination antedates
both television and radio; press and press photographers got there even earlier. The inter-
est is unlikely to diminish, so relief agencies must work with it, not against it, in the full
knowledge that some media intrusion will be clumsy and distasteful.

The development of news satellites has speeded up the pace at which distressful news
is spread, particularly for television. With or without official blessing, cameras are likely
to be on the scene within hours rather than days. News agencies and satellite news ser-
vices will further accelerate that dissemination.

Remote space-imaging, when it becomes more generally available, will add a further
turn to the wheel. We may expect to see an increased impact of distressful news communi-
cated even before a frontline cameraman reaches the scene.

This development will further ruffle the feathers of those in authority who may hope
for a more orderly news-flow. Already, many governments find that their old techniques-
call the president of the network, call the director-general of the BBC-have less effect as
the number of networks increases. Even if authorities can establish control in their own
jurisdictions, they must increasingly contend with alien pictures from beyond their bor-
ders. Satellite television is no respecter of national frontiers.

Government's best chance of taking command of the information flow, therefore, is to
make itself the swiftest and most accurate provider of information. This may well turn out
to be in its own best interests. When a reactor malfunctions, or a quake brings down
buildings, what the government has to say will certainly be listened to.
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The public will, however, less and less automatically take statements from authority
on trust. They will use other information sources as a check. So, again, the best policy for
authorities is that of clean information flow. It can be argued that the Soviet Union,
admittedly after delay and with its hand forced by external evidence, was, at the end of
the day, more forthcoming than previous experience would have indicated likely.

A greater inhibition may occur with commercial interests. Governments have a natur-
al interest in cleaning up the mess on their own territory. International corporations, on
the other hand, may prefer to slow down the information flow until such time as the head
office can react. These pressures could be seen at work at Bhopal. Some efforts should be
made to ensure that big business does not, in its own narrow interests, lag behind govern-
ments, relief agencies, and the media.

It is probably premature to conclude that, as media outlets proliferate, the numbers of
media-observers present in any disaster area will inevitably increase, with all the added
danger of muddle and obstruction. Economic pressures point the other way. Even the
major U.S. networks, traditionally the biggest spenders, are limiting their worldwide activ-
ities. If this trend continues, one consequence will be an increased sharing of pictures from
remote news scenes.

Drawbacks then arise. Audiences the world over put more trust in the reporting of
their own nationals than in foreign journalists' work. Smaller countries already resent the
fact that their distresses are reported in other people's terms. Outsiders are often thought
both alarmist and parasitical.

There are, too, particular difficulties in becoming dependent on the visual codes of
others. British viewers felt an additional jolt from television reports of the Challenger dis-
aster, because the live U.S. pictures they watched concentrated more on the faces of
friends and relatives than British television would have done. An increased propensity on
the part of all networks to resort to live pictures simply redoubles this "added-shock" fac-
tor. (The discrepancy in reporting styles also appears in the reverse. U.S. viewers probably
would have been less disturbed by the 1984 BBC report on the Ethiopian famine had it
come from one of their own reporters, in traditional fast-cut U.S. style. By contrast, the
more lingering practice of the British reporter left a deeper impression.)

There is a danger, though, of a "tragedy glut." Television, by its nature, homes in on
what can be visually displayed. Distress, whether it be large-scale disaster or the daily
recital of fightings and killings home and abroad, probably plays a larger part in news
reports now than 20 years ago. The increased availability of "hot" pictures worldwide has
to a great extent driven the news motor.

The only long-term corrective is for journalists to offer a steadying background of
understanding that goes beyond the immediate event. Sudden-onset disasters lend them-
selves to this more elevated approach, whereas murder and slaughter do not. In sudden
disasters, many of which are no one's fault, there are heroes to be found alongside the
afflicted. In short, there are positive stories to be told.

The recommendations that follow this brief survey are designed to play to the positive
side of media interest. They assume, however, a greater degree of media ignorance than
disaster-mitigation agencies might think reasonable. But it must be remembered that, even
if those in attendance at, say, Bhopal develop a good understanding of what is being
attempted and why, the next crew at a massive chemical spill may be novices at disasters.

33



." .. '~

The proliferation of media outlets in recent years has not been accompanied by an explo-
sion in guidance or training. Better, therefore, to assume that you are preaching to the
unconverted.

Yet, looming over all is a shared interest in the mechanics of the operation. The media
and the disaster-relief agencies share the same communication needs-to get messages out
and sensible feedback in return. They have, as is demonstrated over and again in other
papers, the potential for mutual help in the sensible sharing of facilities. The first step
toward a mutually beneficial relationship should be to clarify the prospects for that sharing.

Action Points

1. Educate the press and the public about what can be done today in disaster mitigation
and relief management by producing a series of high-quality television programs designed
for international dissemination and describing the state of the art.

Production of a set of three television programs should be financed on the condition
that they become available for international distribution without charge for rights (though
there would, of course, be taping and postage fees). The three programs would detail the
state of the art, covering these areas:

(a) The macrocosm. What is now possible in anticipation and mitigation, through the
latest technology. And what might be possible within a few years. This program should be
open to minor update every other year.

(b) The microcosm. A detailed study of what worked and what went wrong in a par-
ticular case of hazard mitigation. This program should be replaced when it becomes possi-
ble to produce a new case study that offers better insights. (This substitution probably
would not arise more than once in every seven years.)

(c) The issues. A talk with a half dozen key experts. This program should be as much
for guidance to producers as for broadcast to the public. National and local stations
should be encouraged to use it to spark off their own programs specific to local needs and
hazards. To prompt action, user-stations might be asked to forward a copy, postpaid, to a
predetermined agency coordinator. That act could be taken as indication of active partici-
pation, entitling the station to receive updates of programs "a" and "b." In the mean-
time, the incoming localized versions could be coordinated and assessed, and applied to
whatever database seemed relevant. i

This scheme would not be excessively costly. Attempting the same through radio
would cost far less, but be also of far less use in any society where television is established.
Supportive radio work could, however, be considered, in a second phase, for countries
where radio is dominant.

It would also be possible at considerable cost to work up a videodisc, incorporating
all the latest information techniques, and capable of being addressed by any and all users,
no matter how little qualified. However, given the present limited distribution of videodisc
technology, such an effort would not be easy to justify at this time. A moment for it may,
however, come later, before the next century. Indeed, anyone projecting forward might
profitably toy with the idea of a Twenty-first Century Hazard Disc.
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2. Reemphasize the role of television meteorologists as the natural conduit for higher-
grade information in the disaster-mitigation field.

As is indicated elsewhere is these papers, television weather broadcasts are the natural
conduit for information on the anticipation and mitigation of hazards. Weather broad-
casters are (or should be) interested in what new technology can reveal, are usually trusted
by their publics, and have guaranteed, regular access to air time, which, predictably, will
increase over the years with the sophistication of their reporting.

If a sensible coordination point can be identified, there would be value in offering a
continuously updated package of available information to television and radio stations,
stressing what can be shown and told about the development of hazardous conditions, and
steps to be taken to limit possible damage. Any coordinating point would necessarily con-
centrate on the global picture, but that too has its program interest. Viewers and listeners
have a natural curiosity about the ill-fortune of others, and this can be properly addressed.

The information package should be kept succinct and initially restricted to text, with
information on people to call for more details. The enhanced information will be of most
use if it is localized. As with the series of three programs proposed above, it would be
valuable to build in some feedback incentive. Broadcasters who avail themselves of the
latest technology should be encouraged by an appropriate discount mechanism to feed
their work back to the coordinating point, which might wish to assess it, and pass on
lessons learned to others.

3. Disseminate, more widely, the fruits of space imagery, pressing to make it economically
feasible.

This is a particular area of interest and delicacy. An effort should be made to separate
"humane" uses of such data from other strategic and intelligence uses.

Costs are so high at the moment that they deflect many potential users. There is a
danger that this new satellite imaging will be only a "rich man's tool," unless financial
lubricant can be applied on an international level to make the information affordable to
those who need it most.

The raw images would need to be accompanied by assistance in interpretation. Media
using the new remote-sensing data need to know where to consult to make sure they have
the right interpretation.

The most natural conduit on the day-to-day basis remains the weather broadcasters,
but the greater subtleties also need to be conveyed to a higher editorial level. It would be
all too easy to suggest an ongoing seminar, which would be enjoyable enough for those
asked to attend, but highly expensive. However, a newsletter directed to news directors,
editors and the like might serve better.

4. Develop a basic code promoting cooperation among the media and disaster-mitigation
agencies.

Here again, the first concern should be with the broadcast media, whose involvement
is more intricate, and with whom there exists a greater potential for cooperative spinoff.
Questions arise before, during, and after.

Significant networks, i.e., those heavily engaged in international operations, and by
definition heavy users of advanced technology, should be told what it is that disaster-relief
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agencies might expect from them by means of an occasional information letter.
Communication more than once a quarter would probably be counter-productive; the
news-assignment desks probably would not read it. The information letter should seek to
take a "newsy" approach, emphasizing what has recently gone wrong, or right, in a par-
ticular situation.

The information letter should be on a confidential basis, i.e., not designed to encour-
age one broadcaster to score points off another. There can be no guarantees, of course-
not every broadcaster plays by the rules. But the thought that the finger of reproach might
next time settle on you is a powerful deterrent. Therefore, the more candid and argumen-
tative the information letter is the better.

During the disaster-relief process, there can be no certainty about the degree of coor-
dination available on the ground in the initial stages. Even when elements of coordination
do emerge, they are unlikely to be the same from one situation to another. Even so, some
thought should be given to elementary standardization of procedures. This is a matter for
the disaster-mitigation agencies to address, and see what improvement they might want to
offer, and have announced in advanced.

Once the immediate crisis is contained as fully as possible, the media will tend to
move on to other things, sometimes leaving a legacy of bitterness. There is advantage in
trying to follow up on any particular malfunctions where some feeling of poor behavior
persists. Some of this follow-up may find expression in the information letter for editors,
suggested above. Once experience has become extensive, however, a plain and simple
"code of practice" could be drawn up, possibly through the LifeNet mechanism. It should
be very basic, couched in supportive, non-threatening language, and capable of wide dis-
semination, especially on the sites of disasters. The underlying thought is that it would be
of use primarily for "first-timers"-journalists new to high-hazard situations and unable
to be properly briefed before being dispatched to cover the bad news.

5. Consider establishing a technological "information-exchange" mechanism, so that
those centrally involved-relief agencies and major networks-can constantly cross-check
the significance and usefulness of what is available, and of what is around the next corner.

The media, in the natural course of events, will be more actively engaged in the use of
satellite technology than the disaster-mitigation agencies. Although their business obliges
them to move on, there will be journalists and broadcasters of more reflective persuasion
who have positive thoughts to contribute. Whom do they address?

It would be useful, therefore, to build into the disaster-mitigation process some
known point of contact where such comments from the press can be lodged and debated.
Whether this activity can or should be lumped in with the detailed practicalities of day-to-
day developments is for others to judge. However, if the attention is to be less concerned
with the heat of the moment, and more with the long-term, it may best to consider a dis-
tinct line of communication.

This would allow a concentration less on what we know to be possible, if we could
afford it, and more on what might be possible one or two generations of development
down the line. Broadcasters will, in any case, be making their own speculations across the
whole field on their interests; it can do no harm, and might bear fruit, if the disaster-miti-
gation agencies regularly plugged into that speculative work.
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6. Improve the supply of information about the nature of and remedies for "high-tech"
hazards, such as nuclear reactor malfunctions and toxic waste contamination.

The media and the public are more at ease with what they consider natural hazards-
earthquakes, hurricanes, typhoons-than with hazards of more recent invention. The first
category of hazard comes, as it were, "value-free" and the flow of information is accord-
ingly reasonably pure. This is not the case with the second category, where the twin dan-
gers of underplaying or exaggerating the seriousness of an accident are exacerbated by
high levels of ignorance and uncertainty.

Commercial pressures accentuate the problem. Organizations involved in the nuclear
power and hazardous chemical businesses rightly fear the limits of public tolerance.
Therefore, from Windscale, through Three Mile Island, and on to Bhopal and Chernobyl,
there is a history of impure information. (In the case of Windscale, detail about the degree
of hazard is only now emerging through released British Cabinet papers.) Proprietors of
these man-made hazards frequently complain that the media have "got it wrong," where-
as, in truth, the media lack adequate information to judge.

The media shares with the hazard-mitigation community an interest in improving the
quality and reliability of information available. The matter does not, however, rest with
them and there would be a danger in excessive stridency; charges of excessive leanings
toward Green Party-like policies would easily follow. Nevertheless, it is important to
bring pressure to bear, making the point that, in the long term a realistic appreciation of
hazard, of its true effects, and of what should be done to cope with it, is in the interests of
all, including those commercially involved.

On Understanding Editors

This paper says little about the problems of editors, although it does remark on the diffi-
culties governments face in steering an information flow. Editors' interests are plainer,
more straightforward, essentially to be in a position to report cleanly wherever their news
instincts direct them.

Beyond their home countries, editors will continue to encounter operational difficul-
ties. Unfriendly officials may slow them down or prevent them from working altogether,
as in Israel, South Africa, and, until recently, virtually everywhere in the communist
world.

It would be of some considerable benefit if a treaty, or international understanding,
could cut through most of these inhibitions, and ensure easy and uncluttered access to dis-
aster areas. Given the contribution that the media, once present, can themselves make to
mitigation, there should be little theoretical objection to such a development.

However, even in conditions of maximum goodwill, a practical problem of definition
arises. Who declares the disaster to be a disaster? Governments may still be slow to admit
to the severity of the problem and to open access for the media. (Some will continue to
take a restrictive view, especially if their experience indicates that an excessive media pres-
ence gets in the way of remedial work.)

The media, therefore, must earn the authorities' trust. Even when their coverage is
well-intended, it may serve to confuse. The Red Cross speaks convincingly of the "fore-
shortening" effect of much news reporting, and of the fundamental need for reliable infor-
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mation on which they can plan. The impression conveyed is that the media's inevitable
compression, concentration, and slant is somehow designed to distort.

Although there are abundant examples of crass and crude reporting that wholly
inflate the significance of any given event, editors would, by and large, intend that their
prime interest continues to be in pure and accurate information. All media carry with
them a potential for built-in bias-whether still picture, press story, feature article, radio
documentary, or television report-and therefore argument can go on for hours about
which gives most or least of "the truth." But all media can express a version of truth in
their own particular ways. Some may be less easily understood than others, and therefore
less welcome-even resented.

Resentment, where it arises, should be brought out into the open and debated. Too
many of those who believe themselves misrepresented, misunderstood and, on occasion,
traduced by modern media, lapse into a state of dumb anger. There is little profit in that.
Information flow should be a two-way business. If those reported on believe the reporters
could do a better job, then they are free to say so, and should. At the very least greater
clarity should result.

A British Cabinet minister, now mercifully dropped from the Thatcher government,
once responded to an invitation to debate the intricacies of his particular responsibility-
education-over a 90-minute program with the words: "But you television people don't
deal with serious issues, do you?" (The minister, of course, owned no set.)

Television, or radio, or the print media, do not deal with serious issues as often as
others might feel desirable, but in some way, at some level, some time, they usually do.
Better instincts can be appealed to and, where the cause is good and relatively free of spe-
cial pleading, the response can even be surprising in its clarity and vigor.

,
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The Role of the Media In Hazard Mitigation and Disaster Management

Stephen Rattien

Reducing the losses in life and property caused by natural hazards is a compelling objec-
tive now receiving worldwide attention. Scientists and engineers now believe that the
knowledge and technology base potentially applicable to the mitigation of natural hazards
has grown so dramatically in recent years that it would be possible, through a concerted
cooperative international effort, to save many lives and reduce human suffering, disloca-
tion. and economic losses. Communications are central to this effort-for public educa-
tion, early warning, evacuation, and post-disaster relief.

The United Nations has declared the 1990s to be the International Decade for Natural
Disaster Reduction (IDNDR).2 In conjunction with scientists, engineers, and government
officials throughout the world, it is developing an agenda for U.N.-system activities during
the Decade, as well as a mechanism to coordinate the activities of participating nations and
international scientific and engineering organizations. The focus of this Decade of activity
is natural hazards, including such rapid-onset geophysical events as earthquakes, tsunamis,
and volcanoes and such meteorological events as typhoons, floods, and tornadoes. Other
mixed-origin events such as wildfires and landslides will also be included, as will rapid-
onset infestations of grasshoppers and locusts. (Outside of the immediate framework of the
Decade will be such slower-onset events as desertification, el Niiio, and global warming, as
well as man-made hazards as exemplified by Bhopal and Chernobyl.)

The IDNDR will encompass both research and implementation of projects aimed at
greatly reducing the losses of lives and property from this wide variety of rapid-onset nat-
ural events. Scientists, engineers, and hazard specialists will make the principal contribu-
tions, working within national programs, and their research results will be shared
throughout the world. The roles of training, education, and information dissemination
will be given a high priority.I

Plans for the Decade stem from scientists' and engineers' belief that we are unneces-
sarily exposing ourselves to losses from natural hazards.t Specifically, we should focus
primary attention on planning and preparedness for hazards rather than waiting passively
for them to strike. The belief is that post-disaster relief, while humanitarian in its motiva-
tion and certainly necessary, is relatively ineffective as compared with various actions that
could be taken before disaster strikes. In any case, preparedness is the key to effective
action after the event.

In essence, the Decade's activities seek to shift the emphasis from post-disaster relief
to predisaster risk reduction. The key tasks in risk reduction are:"

• avoiding habitation in hazardous areas;

• developing structures resistant to the onslaughts of hazards;

• developing the ability to rapidly evacuate hazardous areas or to shift residents to

hazard -resistant structures;

• reducing or eliminating natural hazards through technological intervention (e.g., dams,
plantings, beach groins); and
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• establishing, through preparedness, the means to quickly recover from disasters-with
minimal additional suffering and loss of life.

Communication in its various forms is critical to the success of the Decade. It under-
lies virtually all elements of the hazard-mitigation process. The capabilities of communica-
tions, data-gathering, and data-management technology have leaped forward in parallel
with our increasing knowledge about the origins and behavior of natural hazards and the
mitigation of their effects. Indeed, advances in telecommunications and computer sciences
are among the major contributors to the recognition that technology can do much to
blunt the effects of natural hazards.

In meteorology, the deployment of geosynchronous satellites for telecommunications
and for Earth observation, combined with the use of supercomputers to analyze the data
gathered from space, has led to highly sophisticated models of tropical storm formation
and behavior, providing earlier and far more reliable information with which to plan evac-
uations and other hazard-mitigation strategies. Similarly, remote sensing from space can
now identify insect infestations by detecting changes in the color of the Earth's surface.
Seismological devices, also linked to supercomputers, are greatly improving our under-
standing of earthquake propagation. The hope is that this increased knowledge will
enable us, in time, to provide reasonably early warnings about earthquakes in the same
way we can increasingly do so for volcanic eruptions, tsunamis, and various meteorologi-
cal events.

Mass communication is inextricably entwined with disasters and hazard mitigation.
The electronic and print media, reflecting great public interest and concern, provide exten-
sive coverage of natural disasters, particularly those with strong visual impact. And
increasingly-as forecasters have gained the ability to predict (e.g., the Mount Saint
Helens volcanic eruption, or periodic floods or tropical storms)-the media have covered
the near-term prediction and relief planning phases of the event. The media have signifi-
cantly improved the level and sophistication of their pre- and post-disaster coverage in
recent years by using new technology and consulting technical experts better able to
describe the causes and mitigation of disaster. Indeed, communications technology has
become so advanced that we now often have electronic media coverage of the event
itself-witness a midwestern U.S. television station's use of a helicopter-mounted televi-
sion camera to cover a rampaging tornado, or the live coverage of volcanic eruptions and
magma flows in Iceland, Hawaii, or Washington state.

The print media, too, have benefited from advanced technology. Facsimile transmis-
sion and closer linkages between reporters and specialists in government and academia
have deepened understanding of the causes and impacts of these disastrous events and, no
doubt, have had some effect in reducing long-term exposure and risk.

Perhaps the main reason for the enhanced media coverage is that technology has
made remote television transmission technologically and economically feasible. Satellite
technology frees the communicators from the limitations of "hard" wires. Further, televi-
sion's recently enhanced audio and video quality, the instantaneous availability of footage
occasioned by the shift from film to electronic photography, the reduced weight and bulk
of equipment, and the greatly reduced cost of both the equipment and of access to com-
munications channels have led to a proliferation of information and greatly enhanced the
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media's capability to report on hazardous events whenever and wherever they occur.
Indeed, the satellites that revolutionized remote transmission have also provided the first
glimpse of the next generation of capability-the use of pictures from space to predict or
to report on events occurring on the Earth's surface.

Earth-observation satellites increasingly are being put to non-defense uses ranging
from selection of the optimal time for harvesting crops to locating promising sites for oil
and gas exploration. Increasingly, hazard mitigation is one of the better applications of
such capabilities. In the future, however, one can envision far greater use of remote-sens-
ing, not only to identify incipient disasters-such as an arid region prone to forest fires-
but also to support post-disaster relief by providing such information as the location of
trouble spots (satellites can now capture images with a resolution as small as one or two
meters).

Such satellite capabilities are not now used extensively by the media except in weather
forecasting, partly because they are based on a relatively new and expensive technology
and partly because the pictures from space tend to be "stills" rather than moving images.
Nevertheless, the media are likely to develop this capability as the costs fall and they gain
experience in presenting the data informatively and attractively. It is very likely that their
capabilities will come to exceed those of the hazard mitigation community, and the latter
may be able to benefit from information gained by the media in the course of its work or
from excess capacity that could be "borrowed."

Clearly, mass communications technology already has had a significant impact on
how the public learns of and perceives the impact of natural hazards. And as the costs are
further reduced and the capabilities of these technologies improve, the level and sophisti-
cation of information presented to the public will also be enhanced. But in parallel with
media-oriented telecommunications, disaster-preparedness and relief organizations within
government, the United Nations, or volunteer organizations have begun to enhance their
communications links as a means for improving the efficiency and efficacy of their tradi-
tional services. The United Nations Office of the Disaster Relief Coordinator, for example,
now has a small portable ground station capable of audio transmission, which its special-
ists in post-disaster relief can carry into the disaster area. And similar capabilities are
available to national organizations throughout the world, usually via national telephone
networks and leased satellite channels.

In addition to the vastly improved opportunities that telecommunications technolo-
gies have provided to report on prospective, ongoing and recent disasters and relief
efforts, their capabilities have slowly begun to shift our thinking away from post-disaster
relief and toward more effective means of coping with sudden natural hazards. Figure 1
details a large number of linkages between communications/information technology and
hazard mitigation. But, perhaps more important, opportunities for future hazard-mitiga-
tion techniques are greater still.

In essence, sensors and telecommunications links to date have been used primarily to
enhance the quality and precision of traditional means of anticipating and responding to
disasters. But the information provided by these new techniques, combined with a variety
of scientific advances-which have often been the result of analyzing new telecommunica-
tions-based data-is revolutionizing our understanding of the causes and mitigation of
disasters.
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Satellite-gathered data, combined with the data-handling capabilities of supercomput-
ers, have led to new theories about the formation and behavior of tropical storms. These
increasingly sophisticated models of the behavior of natural systems in time will form the
basis for earlier and far more accurate storm warnings. Similarly, remote seismological
devices, coupled with transmitters, whose output is analyzed by advanced computer, are
greatly enhancing our understanding about the occurrence and impacts of earthquakes
and tsunamis.

The objective of this paper, then, is to point out that better linkages between the pub-
lic media and the community of hazard-mitigation researchers and practitioners-
whether the linkages are scientific, technological, or service-oriented-can make anti-haz-
ard efforts more effective and, more important, can accelerate the shift in both the public's
and the expert groups' thinking toward effective predisaster initiatives.

Our ability today to modify natural hazards is very limited, and perhaps will remain
so for many decades or even centuries. But hazards need not inevitably lead to disaster.
Wouldn't it be most heartening if the media could report minimal loss of life and property
damage following a future earthquake that registered at 7.3 on the Richter scale, rather
than thousands of lives lost and disrupted and damages in the billions of dollars or yen or
pesos? It is possible to shift from an increasingly disaster-prone world to one where people
live more harmoniously with nature and do not view natural hazards in a fatalistic way.

To this end, the electronic and print media could embark on a two-step process to
enhance the quality of its hazard-related services.

Sharing of Media Facilities

The first step is to foster still-closer linkages with the hazard-mitigation community and
share their vast information-gathering and transmission resources, when appropriate and
available, with disaster-mitigation organizations.

The enormous technical resources of the major media could be very helpful to hazard-
mitigation specialists with little or no adverse impact on media operations. In the post-dis-
aster phase, for example, the facilities established by the media to report on an event are
often far more robust and more promptly operational than those of relief organizations,
whether governmental or voluntary. As the journalistic needs for the equipment are inter-
mittent, sometimes as little as a few minutes per day, these channels are potentially avail-
able to specialists as a means for better assessing the nature and extent of damage, local
relief requirements, the need for specialized recovery equipment, and unique problems or
opportunities. The circuits can be used to answer such questions as: Is the airport open?
What pharmaceuticals are needed? What technical/medical/organizational specialists are
required? (Of course, the risk in relying on broadcasters' facilities is that the media cover
only those disasters they deem newsworthy and will not deploy equipment to cover other
hazardous events, serious though they may be.)

Similarly, as predictive capabilities improve, as they have for meteorological events
and as they can for geophysical phenomena, a more systematic worldwide linkage with
the media could improve early warning and can go to the next step in promoting an evac-
uation or alternative protective strategy. For example, television and radio receivers might
potentially be adapted to enable them to deliver warnings even if they are turned off at the
time. That could be crucially important, for example, if techniques for tornado prediction,

42



Figure 1: Linkages Between Communications Technology and Management
of Various Classes of Hazards.

Satellite Satellite Remote Radio Terrestrial
Hazards Sensors Telemetry and TV Print Media Sensors
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siting and tracking are enhanced or if coastal-area storm flooding can be predicted more
accurately. In essence, a high-technology approach such as building an early-warning
capability into radios or television sets is but one step removed from the concept of public
air-raid sirens. It should raise no issue of privacy and the technology is certainly not
beyond our grasp.

Integration of the Media into Disaster Mitigation

The second step in building links with the news organizations-and the one that hazard
specialists believe has the greater humanitarian potential-is to more effectively link the
media into an intensified effort in hazard mitigation, including such activities as:

• risk assessment;

• avoidance measures;

• early warning and evacuation;

• public awareness and education; and

• organization for self-help and effective response to risk.

For example, massive losses from the periodic cyclones in Bangladesh could be signifi-
cantly reduced by media-related actions in all of these areas. To the people of the region,
these tropical storms come very suddenly, leaving inadequate time for evacuation. Further,
while the winds do considerable damage, the principal hazard is flooding. A very effective
response in this flat delta would be the simple creation of high ground for refuge-simple
mounds of earth or perhaps flood-resistant multi-story public buildings such as schools.
Radio and television could broadcast early warnings and evacuation information and, as
important, increase public awareness about the risks and responses. To have any signifi-
cant effect, a preparedness plan would have to be in effect before the storm, and govern-
ment and the citizenry must have organized to build high ground.

Indicative of the problem-and the opportunity-is the recent flooding in Brazil, and
particularly in the Rio de Janeiro area, where poorly constructed buildings on steep slopes
slid down the hills and collapsed under heavy, but not unpredicted, torrential rains.
Hundreds lost their lives. No doubt, the principal cause of this tragedy was the inappro-
priate development of land. These steep slopes should have been left in their virgin state
or, at most, converted to recreational use. Instead, they first became plantations, which
destabilized the slopes, and more recently became squatters' settlements. The long-term
solution is outside the capabilities of either the media or of hazard experts, but the expo-
sure to risk can be greatly reduced if the inhabitants of these steep slopes had been more
aware of the risks and if an early-warning system and evacuation plan had been set up
before the rains inevitably came.

Here the media have the definitive opportunity to playa leadership role in the transi-
tion in thinking and action away from post-disaster relief and toward preparedness and
hazard mitigation. They can convey, for example, this kind of credible, non-sensational,
but valuable message to the public: A healthy future will require hazard-resistant struc-
tures, properly located, complemented by timely evacuation techniques and a rapidly
responsive, efficient post-disaster relief system.
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Among the most obvious near-term contributions that the electronic media could
make to a worldwide hazard-mitigation effort is in helping to develop early-warning sys-
tems capable of reaching people in even the most remote hazard-prone areas-especially
where the reliability of telephones and other systems is tenuous under the best of circum-
stances. Bangladesh, for example, has suffered from tropical cyclones, with a single storm
in the past decade having led to the loss of almost a half million people. As radio and tele-
vision are introduced into remote regions, broadcasters' adoption of early-warning
responsibilities would be a major contribution in limiting the impact of natural hazards.

Indeed, with the assistance of the Japanese government, the country's early-warning
system is being improved, but it has yet to reach down to the individual household and its
evacuation procedures have not been well developed.

The process in Japan also has very long-term components aimed at shifting public
thinking from fatalism to preparedness-specific "how-to" information aimed toward cre-
ating a more robust community with more knowledgeable citizens; participation in drills
to raise awareness and preparedness; and promotion of greater understanding of the
underlying science and technology, to encourage the authorities to address difficult public
decisions, such as restriction of land uses in potentially vulnerable areas, abandonment of
vulnerable facilities, or establishment of new building codes.

In Japan, for example, the nation has had full-scale earthquake preparedness drills
with virtually the entire populace participating. These drills include the evacuation of
structures as well as simulated post-disaster relief efforts. Similar but less massive efforts
have taken place at the local level in California and in tornado-prone areas of the United
States.

The role of the media is crucial in promoting the value of these test runs and in dis-
seminating information. And in this instance, the role of newspapers, while different, is as
significant as that of the telecommunications media. The written word is superior in pro-
viding detailed information such as evacuation routes or steps to take in the preparedness
process. One could conceive, for example, of newspaper series or local television inserts
aimed at enhancing awareness of the evolving strategies for mitigation. Why not a This
Old House television series aimed at making midwestern U.S. homes more tornado-resis-
tant or a series designed to enhance the earthquake resistance of residential structures of
wood (California), adobe (Latin America), or stone and masonry (Italy or China)? And
why can't the early warning mechanisms be coordinated, standardized, and preplanned
so that there is minimal delay between the identification of an impending event and the
media's dissemination of timely and coherent advice?

The matrix of natural hazards and their relationship to computer sciences and com-
munications resources (both electronic and print media) in Figure 1 points up a far broad-
er set of present and potential areas of linkage of the world's communications resources
with hazard mitigation. Very simply, satellite observation platforms and various terrestri-
al, airborne, and marine sensors will play an increasingly important role in our under-
standing of hazardous events, and are all dependent on communications links and com-
puter technology to be timely and effective. At the same time, the media increasingly are
moving to use these tools to report on natural hazards, international turmoil, and other
events. Tapping the media's capabilities can and will improve our preparedness and
response to hazards. Conversely, the study and application of hazard-mitigation tech-
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Figure 2: Disasters of this century, selected to represent global vulnerability to rapid-onset natural
disasters.
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niques can enhance the quality of and interest in the services the media can provide.
In summary, the International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction can provide a

most valuable opportunity for the media and hazard specialists to work together to sup-
port mutual interests and, more important, to serve the world community by tangibly
reducing the risks of natural hazards.

To do so, the media and hazard specialists must engage in predisaster planning of
their own. First they should begin to develop working protocols so that they can get
beyond serendipitous opportunities to a procedure that enhances the capabilities of both
groups. And they should work together to develop:

• public outreach materials of interest to the media and of benefit to the general public;
and

• information of mutual benefit such as the creation of hazard maps in anticipation of
likely or plausible events;

• data banks that can quickly provide information on the nature of a particular risk, the
group exposed, the most appropriate mitigation strategies (such as evacuation routes),
and the best means of conveying this information to the public;

• plans for the deployment of sensors, whether terrestrial or earth-orbiting, capable of
providing real-time data on rapidly evolving hazardous events.
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The Tampere Declaration on
Disaster Communications

From May 20-22, 1991, 120 experts in

communications and disaster manage-

ment from more than 25 countries met in

Tampere, Finland, for the Conference on

Disaster Communications. Mr. Mauri

Pekkarinen, Finland's Minister of the Interior,

identified some of the aspirations shared by

many of the delegates to the Tampere

Conference:

We think that communications

offer several possibilities to be used by

emergency management systems. Before

a disaster strikes it is possible to predict

the approaching hazard, to alert the

emergency authorities, to raise aware-

ness among the public and to warn the

people in a disaster stricken country.

After a disaster has struck it is possi-

ble to collect information, to assessdam-

age, to provide leaders of rescue activities

means of cooperation for relief and assis-

tance procedures, to transmit news and

information to news agencies and repre-

sentatives of the mass media about on-

going efforts and rescue measures....

[D]isaster work organizations

operate rationally only when the com-

munication systems are effective.

At the conclusion of three days of inten-

sive discussions, the conference participants

agreed to The Tampere Declaration on

Disaster Communications, addressing the

urgent need to coordinate and improve nation-

al and international communications capabili-

ties to reduce loss of life and damage to prop-

erty and the environment as a result of natural

and man-made disasters.

In the face of massive tragedy caused by

recent cyclones and tidal waves in Bangladesh,

earthquakes in Iran, and drought and famine

in the Sudan, The Tampere Declaration calls

for the negotiation of an international

Convention on Disaster Communications.

According to the Declaration, the Convention

should, at a minimum:

• facilitate the widespread and rapid use of

terrestrial and satellite communications facili-

ties to predict, monitor, and respond to major

disasters throughout the world;

• encourage national authorities to inventory

available communications equipment and

ensure timely access to these resources;

• provide a mechanism within the United

Nations Disaster Relief Organization for inter-

national sharing of communications resources,

training of personnel, and coordination of dis-

aster relief efforts; and

• minimize regulatory barriers, such as cus-

toms clearance procedures and data protection

laws, to rapid dissemination of information
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and effective use of communication resources

essential for disaster management.

Participants at the Tampere Conference

cited dozens of examples where more effective

communications could have saved literally

thousands of lives that were needlessly lost as

a result of natural and man-made disasters.

The magnitude and the inadequacy of the cur-

rent response was poignantly reflected in the

May 27,1991, edition of Time, under the apt

title, There Must Be a Better Way:

"Improvements in communications and trans-

portation have made the world's disasters no

easier to handle. Even with better warning sys-

tems, reactions can be snail-paced, ill-consid-

ered and futile. "

Noting that the 1990s have been desig-

nated by the United Nations the International

Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction, the

Tampere Declaration recognized "that disas-

ters have killed millions of people over the

past twenty years alone and caused massive

financial and other damage to people, proper-

ty and the environment, " and stressed that

both "improved flows of international infor-

mation through telecommunications technolo-

gies" and the "critical role of the mass media"

must be strengthened to "prevent some of the

consequences and reduce the impact of such

disasters once they have occurred. "

Among the dignitaries speaking at the

Tampere Conference on Disaster

Communications, in addition to Minister

Pekkarinen, were Conference Chair Dr. Pekka

Tarjanne, Secretary-General of the

International Telecommunication Union; Mr.

M'Hamed Essaafi, Under Secretary-General of

the United Nations and U.N. Disaster Relief

Coordinator; and Mr. Par Stenback, Secretary

General of the Federation of Red Cross and

Red Crescent Societies.

The experts in attendance came from gov-

ernments, international organizations, private

industry, non-profit groups, and universities in

Australia, Belgium, China, Colombia,

Denmark, Ethiopia, Finland, France,

Germany, Indonesia, Ireland, Italy, Jamaica,

Japan, Morocco, Pakistan, Poland, Qatar, the

Sudan, Sweden, Switzerland, Thailand,

Turkey, the Union of Soviet Socialist

Republics, the United Kingdom, and the

United States, among other nations.

The Conference on Disaster

Communications was sponsored by the

International Institute of Communications,

Aamuhleti Group Ltd., and The Annenberg

Washington Program, with substantial sup-

port from the Government of Finland.

Additional support for the Tampere

Conference was provided by the United

Nations Disaster Relief Organization,

International Telecommunication Union,

United Nations High Commissioners for

Refugees, World Medical Organization, World

Health Organization, International Federation

of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies,

Finnish Post and Telecommunications, the

Center for Public Service Communications,

Center for International Environmental Law,

and the City of Tampere.
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The Text of the Tampere Declaration

22 May 1991, Tampere, Finland

Purpose

1.The group of experts in communications and disaster management participating in the
Conference on Disaster Communications held at Tampere, Finland, from 20-22 May
1991, declare that there is an urgent need to improve international co-operation in com-
munications and enhance national communications capabilities in order to reduce loss of
life, damage to property and livelihoods, and damage to the environment caused by disas-
ters. For the purpose of this Declaration disasters are viewed as extreme occurrences
which outstrip the ability of an affected society to cope with them. Behind these events
often lie chronic problems stemming from the interaction of natural, environmental and
man-made factors. In this regard the Tampere Conference welcomes the proposal for a
Pilot UN Centre for Urgent Environmental Assistance (Agenda Item No.4) to be consid-
ered at the 16th Governing Council Session of the UN Environment Programme, Nairobi,
20 to 31 May 1991.

2. The Tampere Conference reiterates the primary responsibility of national authorities for
disaster management and communications. The supportive role of international organiza-
tions in disaster management is highlighted. The Conference also recognizes the important
role played by indigenous and international non-governmental organizations in disaster
mitigation and relief.

3. The Tampere Conference recognizes that disasters have killed millions of people over
the past twenty years alone and caused massive financial and other damage to people,
property and the environment. Such disasters will continue to occur frequently around the
globe, with particularly devastating consequences in the developing countries. Further
efforts are required to prevent such disasters and alleviate their consequences.

4. The Tampere Conference stresses that improved flows of international information
through telecommunication technologies, including satellite and broadcasting, can assist
in the prediction, monitoring and early warning necessary to prevent some of the conse-
quences and reduce the impact of such disasters once they have occurred. There is an
urgent need to improve the nature, scope and quality of information being transmitted
internationally, including its validity, significance, accuracy and timeliness.

5. The critical role of the mass media in providing public information services to commu-
nities at risk is recognized, as is their broader role in education and opinion-forming, par-
ticularly with regard to slow-onset disasters.

,i

6. Terrestrial and satellite communications, including established international satellite
networks, and remote-sensing technologies have played, and will continue to play, major
roles in reducing the devastating effects of disasters by dramatically improving hazard
identification and risk assessment, disaster preparedness, monitoring, early warning and
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onset and post-disaster relief operations. These facilities are, in practice, not universally
accessible, particularly in developing countries where such disasters most frequently occur.

7. Communication links are almost always disabled and disrupted during the first hours
of a major disaster. When disaster strikes, there is an urgency to establish effective and
comprehensive communication links at the disaster site, between the site and the national
systems for dealing with disaster response, and with the concerned international
community.

8. The Tampere Conference endorses the Preamble and Major Needs identified and the
Recommendations adopted at the UNDRO International Conference on Disaster
Communications on 21 March 1990 and held in the context of the International Decade
for Natural Disaster Reduction (IDNDR).

9. The Tampere Conference calls for the development of a convention on Disaster
Communications as elaborated further below and to be negotiated not later than 1993.
This Convention should be viewed in the context of a future comprehensive accord on
disaster management.

10. The Tampere Conference recognizes the urgent communications needs generated by
emergency disaster relief and the longer-term needs of disaster mitigation.

Communications in Disaster Relief

11. Present limitations to disaster communications include:

(a) organizational barriers which impede the flow of information among the various
elements of the international disaster response network.

(b) uncertainty over the availability and location of communications equipment
which could be made accessible for disaster use.

(c) regulatory barriers which slow down the importation and operation of communi-
cations equipment.

(d) high costs which inhibit the effective use of communications equipment during
disasters.

12. In order to overcome these barriers a convention on Disaster Communications should,
at a minimum:

(a) establish an effective framework for co-operation between and among State par-
ties, intergovernmental and regional groupings and entities, and non-governmental bodies,
including international terrestrial and satellite telecommunications operating organiza-
tions and relevant commercial sector organizations.

(b) further improve the co-ordination of international disaster management.

(c) ensure the utilization to the maximum extent of existing global, regional and
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national terrestrial and satellite communications networks; encourage the immediate
availability at national, regional and international centres of communications equipment;
and encourage the development of the amateur radio services and their application to dis-
aster communications.

(d) encourage national authorities to establish an inventory and/or data base of their
own communications equipment and resources relevant to disaster relief, national regula-
tions to ensure access to them, and an appropriate national preparedness plan for their
effective use.

(e) encourage UNDRO, within the framework of the International Decade for
Natural Disaster Reduction, to maintain an international inventory of communications
equipment and resources and to invite national governments, intergovernmental organiza-
tions, non-governmental organizations and other relevant entities to make their own com-
munications equipment and resources information available.

(f) encourage improved and enhanced national and international training pro-
grammes to develop the necessary expertise in the rapidly-evolving field of disaster com-
munications, and the further consideration of the communications issue in disaster man-
agement training programmes.

(g) facilitate the rapid dissemination and effective use of communications equipment
and resources by limiting, reducing and, where possible, removing regulatory barriers,
including:

• Customs clearance procedures and duties.

• Restrictions on possession and use.

• Inappropriate restrictions on the dissemination of existing and new technical
information.

• The need for type-approval procedures and operating licences, including simplification.

• National rules concerning the temporary assignment of appropriate radio frequencies.

• Entry, exit and transit for personnel, equipment and property.

(h) establish appropriate further rules relating to matters as:

• Direction and control of assistance.

• Confidentiality of information.

• Privileges, immunities and facilities.

• Claims and compensation.

(i) establish the basis for an appropriate tariff structure for domestic and internation-
al communications carriers, including waiver of charges where appropriate, and the neces-
sary philosophy and approach to payment for communications services required in
disaster relief efforts.

.\
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Communications in Disaster Mitigation

13. Effective early warning systems and comprehensive data bases are limited by the
unequal access to communications technology, software and expertise.

53

14. The proposed Convention should, at a minimum, establish mechanisms for interna-
tional co-operation in the use of terrestrial and satellite telecommunications technologies
in the prediction, monitoring and early warning of disasters, especially the early dissemi-
nation of information to those in the at-risk communities.

The Way Forward

15. The Tampere Conference recommends that no later than 1993 an intergovernmental
conference be convened under the auspices of UNDRO to prepare for the negotiation of
an International Convention on Disaster Communications to establish appropriate mecha-
nisms to improve international co-operation. This conference should be complementary to
envisaged intergovernmental action to facilitate the use of communications equipment for
disaster relief and to the global meeting of IDNDR National Committees proposed for
1993.

16. To carry through the above suggestions-the enhancement and improvement of disas-
ter communication-will require a realistic financial commitment from the international
community, including governments, international organizations, donor organizations,
non-governmental organizations and the private sector.

17. The proposed Convention should take account of existing provisions and proposals,
including Resolution No. 209 (Mob-87) of the World Administrative Radio Conference
for the Mobile Services, Geneva, 1987, on the Study and Implementation of a Global
Land and Maritime Distress and Safety System.

18. The development of the proposed Convention on Disaster Communication should be
coordinated by UNDRO, in co-operation with the lTD and other relevant organizations,
including international terrestrial and satellite telecommunications operating organizations.

19. Recognizing that the development of such a Convention will take time, the Tampere
Conference calls upon all States to consider urgent measures to give effect to the provi-
sions of this Declaration on an interim unilateral or bilateral basis for general humanitari-
an reasons.

20. The Tampere Conference recommends that, consistent with the goals and objectives of
the International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction, the UN Disaster Relief Co-ordi-
nator should take the appropriate steps to implement the intent of this Declaration with
the support of, and in consultation with, other concerned bodies of the UN system, inter-
national terrestrial and satellite telecommunications operating organizations and non-gov-
ernmental organizations.



21. The Tampere Conference recommends that this Declaration be circulated to govern-
ments, intergovernmental organizations and non-governmental organizations, and in
appropriate international fora, such as the November 1991 International Red Cross
Conference and the June 1992 UN Conference on Environment and Development, and be
considered in the relevant activities of concerned organizations and institutions at the
international, regional and national levels.

1

22. The Tampere Conference expresses its gratitude to the Government of Finland and the
City of Tampere for hosting the Conference; to the International Institute of
Communications for convening it; to the Aamuhleti Group Ltd. and The Annenberg
Washington Program in Communications Policy Studies of Northwestern University for
their support; to UNDRO, the ITU, UNHCR, WMO, WHO and the International
Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies for their support; to the Finnish Post
and Telecommunications, the Center for Public Service Communications, and the Centre
for International Environmental Law for their assistance; and to all those present for their
participation.
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Media, Disaster Relief and Images of the Developing World:
Strategies for Rapid, Accurate, and Effective Coverage of
Complex Stories From Around the Globe

Fred H. Cate

In 1993-94, The Annenberg Washington

Program sponsored a year-long project

examining the impact of images of the devel-

oping world protrayed by and through the

western media. Senior officials from the

American Red Cross, BBC, CARE, CNN, the

International Broadcasting Trust, the

International Federation of Red Cross and

Red Crescent Societies, U.K. Overseas

Development Administration, NPR, Save the

Children, and other leading media and relief

organizations met in Washington and London

to consider practical, specific strategies for

both the media and relief organizations to

improve the accuracy, timeliness, quality, and

cost-effectiveness of the information they dis-

seminate about developing countries. Their

recommendations were published in March

1994 in the Program's report, Media, Disaster

Relief and Images of the Developing World,

written by Annenberg Senior Fellow Fred H.

Cate.

The report was kept short (the printed

version was six pages), and was distributed

widely as part of the Program's largest distri-

bution effort ever, in an effort not only to

inform discussions, but to influence the

behavior of both media and relief organiza-

tions. The Program mailed more than four

thousand copies of the report and published a

related article in the April issue of its newslet-

ter,Update. The complete report was included

in the March issue of InterAction's Monday

Developments newsletter, which reaches all

major U.S. relief agencies. A two-page excerpt

appeared in the May issue of American

Journalism Review, which is read by more

than 50,000 journalists and academics. The

International Federation of Red Cross and

Red Crescent Societies included an excerpt in

its authoritative World Disasters Report

1994, which is distributed worldwide in five

languages. That excerpt was reprinted in the

May-June 1994 issue of Crosslines, the inter-

national development and humanitarian relief

newsletter. The Program's report was also dis-

tributed at the World Conference on Natural

Disaster Reduction in Yokohama.
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Much of the public throughout the industrialized world shares an image of developing coun-
tries that is incomplete and inaccurate. The efforts of the media to alert the public and
report the news accurately and promptly, and of relief organizations to motivate public and
governmental support and save human lives, inadvertently contribute to this image. Because
western audiences often lack knowledge of developing countries, reports of exceptional
events, such as famines or floods, may foster misimpressions of the developing world.

On May 20, 1993, The Annenberg Washington Program sponsored a high-level
roundtable in Washington, D.C., to examine the impact of images of the developing world
portrayed through the media and by relief organizations. The 17 participants-including
reporters, editors, producers, and leaders from international and national relief organiza-
tions-considered the many causes of these images and practical means for improving
reporting on development, disasters and their causes, and relief activities in the developing
world. The group also explored ways to further strengthen partnerships between the press
and relief organizations.

On December 2, 1993, the Program brought together in London a working group of
six of the participants to continue the work of the roundtable. The working group recog-
nized that the media compete for viewers, listeners, and readers, and aid organizations vie
for members and contributors in markets that are increasingly competitive and rapidly
changing. Both media and relief organizations command limited resources with which to
respond to more frequent and complex disasters around the world. The working group
therefore sought to identify practical, specific strategies for both the media and relief orga-
nizations to improve the accuracy, timeliness, quality, and cost-effectiveness of the infor-
mation they disseminate about developing countries.

This report is based on those discussions. Although not every participant would agree
with all of the statements included herein, the ideas and suggestions that follow are the
product of serious deliberation and reflect a frank and energetic dialogue. A more detailed
report examining the images of the developing world and their causes will be published
later this year. The Program is grateful to all of the participants who have devoted them-
selves to this task and who have given generously of their time, experience, and knowledge.

(
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The Images and Their Causes

Peter Adamson, founder and author of UNICEF's annual State of the World's Children
report and a participant in the Annenberg roundtable, observed in a January 1991
address to the UNICEF National Committees that western audiences dramatically overes-
timate the needs of inhabitants of the developing world:

Whenever I give a talk in a school or college, usually with 16- or 17-year-olds, I
end by distributing a questionnaire to both students and tutors.

I ask: What percentage of the world's children do you think are starving-defined
as "visibly malnourished?" The answer is usually 50 to 75 percent.
The real answer is 1 to 2 percent.

I ask: What percentage of the world's families are living in absolute poverty-so
they cannot meet even their most basic needs? The answer is usually in the region
of 75 percent.
The real answer is 20 to 25 percent.

.1
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Iask: What percentage of the world's six- to 12-year-olds start school? The aver-
age answer is usually 10 to 20 percent.
The real answer is almost 90 percent.

I ask: Is the rate of population growth in the developing world increasing,
decreasing, or staying about the same? Almost invariably, the answer is "it is
increasing. "
The fact is it is decreasing in every region of the developing world, including Africa.

Iask: What percentage of the poor world's income comes from overseas aid of all
kinds? The average answer is almost 50 percent, with many thinking that the
developing world is 70 percent dependent on aid from abroad.
The truth is that aid amounts to about 1 percent of the incomes of the poor world.

Adamson's findings were borne out in a 1993 World Vision U.K. public opinion sur-
vey. According to the survey results, the "public has a grossly distorted view of the Third
World." Fewer than half of all respondents knew that loan repayments from developing
countries exceed the aid they receive. These prevalent, but inaccurate, perceptions add up
to, as Adamson has argued, "an impression that the developing world is exclusively a the-
ater of tragedy in which poverty and human misery figure prominently in almost every
scene.... This misconception is as profound as it is widespread."

Where does this misimpression originate? Most of the developed world's information
about the developing world comes from two sources-the news media and relief organiza-
tions. Despite considerable efforts to be accurate and timely, both the media and relief
organizations unintentionally contribute to distorted images of the developing world
because both focus on the unusual, the extraordinary, the dramatic. Yet western viewers
and readers perceive this information without a context or a background of information
or experience against which to evaluate its significance. Thus, the public's perception of
developing countries may be formed entirely of information about the exceptions, rather
than the norms, of daily life.

Despite the force and variety of factors contributing to misimpressions of the develop-
ing world-e.g., the public's lack of first-hand knowledge about developing countries and
the complexity of factors intrinsically interrelated with development, such as world
trade-there are practical steps that could help the media and relief organizations respond
to the challenge.

Strategies for Meeting the Challenge

Participants at the Annenberg roundtable and working group offered a number of strate-
gies on how both media and relief organizations could increase the accuracy and com-
pleteness of the images they provide to the public, while also enhancing their ability to
respond quickly to breaking stories; provide more timely, insightful information; make
more efficient use of scarce resources; and compete more effectively for public attention
and support. Many of these strategies are already being followed by leading news and
relief organizations. Nine of the most important follow. They are not new; they are pre-
sented here as widely recognized, cost-effective techniques for maximizing the capacities
of both the media and relief organizations.
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2. Designate and train development journalists. Reporting on developing countries could
be improved by increasing the number of reporters who cover the area and by designating
"development correspondents," just as many media today designate reporters to cover
politics, financial markets, and other specific "beats." How can reporters and photogra-
phers who are rushed into a country to cover a story be better prepared for such assign-
ments? What training and background information would help equip them? How can
they have the greatest amount of time possible "on the scene," and how can that time best
be used? What training or information would help editors and other "gatekeepers" with-
in the media evaluate the significance of stories from developing countries and place those
stories in a broader news context?
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Strategies for the Media

1. Use news resources more effectively. The media face the challenge to identify resources
that could provide early notification about developing stories; background information;
and timely, accurate reports about events in developing countries. Independent journalists
or "stringers" could be used more widely. More cooperative ventures among news organi-
zations could make maintaining bureaus in developing countries more economically feasi-
ble. Relief organizations often have the infrastructure within developing countries to help
the media identify important issues or emerging trends, give logistical support in reporting
those stories, provide background information, and arrange for sources and spokespeople
from within the relevant country or countries. The media should also be aware of, and
sensitive to, competitive pressures or inadequate resources that might compromise accura-
cy or thoroughness in reporting.

3. Cover efforts by indigenous organizations and individuals to prevent, anticipate, and
respond to disasters. Reporting should seek to include, to an extent proportional to their
importance, relief efforts by indigenous people and organizations or by other developing
countries. Most disaster relief comes from within the developing world. News reports that
focus on the arrival of western government officials, relief workers, or shipments from the
industrialized world are likely to distort the response to disasters. "On the scene" inter-
views with western relief officials may similarly mislead the public. The media should seek
to interview and quote officials from indigenous governments and relief organizations
where possible.

4. Provide professional training and review. Journalism reviews, graduate schools, profes-
sional societies, and media critics should play an important role in training journalists in
international reporting, critiquing reporting on developing countries, and sensitizing both
the media and the public. There are noteworthy examples of high-quality reporting on
development issues; these should be noted, rewarded, and used to help train other
reporters, editors, photographers, and producers. Media institutions could help provide
opportunities for skill building, sponsor workshops, provide training for reporters
assigned outside of their home country or region, and even participate in providing sub-
stantive briefings about specific countries and issues.

:;
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Strategies for Aid Organizations

1. Articulate communications strategy. Each relief organization should publicly articulate
its strategy for communicating with the media and the public. What are the purposes of
those communications-to raise money, inform the public, change public opinion, moti-
vate political action, promote the organization? Conflicts among those goals should be
explicitly acknowledged. Communications strategies, like all activities of relief organiza-
tions, should be evaluated regularly to determine their effectiveness, relationship to the
organization's goals, and impact. Relief organizations should also regularly evaluate their
communications strategies for their impact on public understanding and ethical and pro-
fessional appropriateness.

2. Train organization personnel to work with media. Relief organizations should provide
training, particularly for personnel in the field, on how to work with media to improve
the timeliness, quality, and accuracy of reporting about developing countries. Because
relief organizations have expertise in development, monitor issues affecting developing
countries and disaster relief full time, and have resources within developing countries,
they are well placed to help the media identify and report important stories accurately and
sensitively, evaluate the quality of news reports, and seek to correct inaccurate stories or
supplement incomplete ones. For example, field offices could help identify stories war-
ranting press coverage and provide indigenous spokespeople, logistical support, and other
assistance to media covering stories in developing countries. Organizations should help
link important stories to newsworthy events that are traditionally covered by western
media, such as meetings of the World Bank or the International Monetary Fund.
Information provided to the media should be accurate, concise, and clear, and presented
in the manner and format requested by the individual reporter or organization. Relief
organizations should recognize that the media have limited resources, and should avoid
overstating the scope of disasters.

3. Evaluate media content. Relief organizations should evaluate media coverage for accu-
racy, quality, completeness, timeliness, and professionalism. Excellent media coverage
should be recognized and used to help improve other reporting. Inaccuracies or misper-
ceptions should be corrected through direct contact with the media and reporters
involved, letters to the editor, guest columns, counterinformation, and other means avail-
able to relief organizations.

4. Create alternative programming. Relief organizations should work to facilitate docu-
mentaries and other programming that provides a more complete image of developing
countries. In particular, organizations should work cooperatively with program producers
in developing countries and with the media to create and disseminate programming, such
as the Developing Stories series produced for the One World Group of Broadcasters and
broadcast in 18 countries in the developed world in 1992. New outlets such as cable and
satellite television offer considerable potential for airing such programming.

5. Evaluate relief organization communications. Many relief organizations-individually
and cooperatively-have adopted standards for their communications with the public. All
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communications activities should be evaluated according to articulated standards. For
example, InterAction-a membership association of U.S. relief organizations-requires its
members to "respect the dignity, values, history, religion, and culture of the people served
by the programs. They shall neither minimize nor overstate the human and material needs
of those whom it assists." Save the Children (U.K.) has also adopted standards for com-
municating with the public: "The images and text used in all communications must be
accurate and should avoid stereotypes and cliches .... Attempts should be made where
possible to identify and quote people being photographed or interviewed. If they wish to
remain anonymous, their request should be honored. Wherever possible, the views and
experiences of the people involved should be communicated."

There is much we can do to correct misimpressions and to meet the challenge of con-
veying accurate, realistic information about development and life in developing countries
in a timely, cost-effective, competitive manner. Many of the strategies identified in this
report are simple and can be put into effect immediately and without significant cost.
Most are already used by leaders in the development and media communities. What is
important is that we continue the process of collaboration, both among and between
media and relief organizations, to further the portrayal of honest, complete images of the
developing world.
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Endnotes

1Titles and organizational affiliations throughout this report are updated to
August 1, 1994, where possible.

2 A resolution proclaiming 1990-2000 the International Decade for Natural Disaster
Reduction was adopted by the General Assembly of the United Nations at its 42nd
seSSIOn.

3 The importance of training, education, and information dissemination was highlighted
in a "Sense of the Group" paper resulting from an informal meeting of international
hazard mitigation experts and United Nations system officials, held at the U.S. National
Academy of Sciences in Washington on March 22-24,1988.

4 Instances of successful disaster mitigation and the potential for still further progress are
cited in the National Academy of Sciences publication Confronting Natural Disasters: An
International Decade for Natural Hazard Reduction (Washington, D.C.: National
Academy Press, 1987).
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