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If disaster strikes  

WHY WE NEED THIS PLAN 

Recent events and basic logic indicate we need to be as prepared as possible for covering another big fire, a terrorist attack, a severe earthquake or any number of potential calamities. We need to be able to smoothly and swiftly turn from our daily routines to tightly focused coverage of whatever breaking news event we might face. 

This plan provides the structure we need to begin covering the event immediately, without waiting for instructions. The goal is not to limit editors in shaping the coverage as the event unfolds – indeed, that is their job – but rather to provide a foundation on which to build our coverage of major breaking news.

THE PHILOSOPHY

We can tell stories better than any other medium. And we live in an age in which many of our readers come to us already knowing the basic outline of a major story. 

That’s why we must focus our reporting and our story assignments on gathering stories – not just facts, quotes and images, but compelling narratives that bring big events to life for our audience. 

Our broadcast rivals can thrive on images and emotional responses. Our role is to diligently provide facts and context in a thorough and engaging report: What happened? How did it happen? What were the results? What can we expect to happen next? What does it mean? Who or what is responsible? How can you help? And, perhaps the most important content we can offer in an age of the Internet’s immediacy: here’s what it was like for the people involved. 

We will pursue everything relevant, interesting, intriguing or questionable as hard as we can from the moment the story breaks and as long as it takes. If we end up with more stories than will fit into the next day's paper, we can make some hard choices when the time comes to book the paper, and we can run excess stories on the Web site. But we should not hold back on dispatching reporters and photographers, or making timely queries, in favor of doing so the next day.

The plan

EVALUATE IT, GET THE NEWS OUT THERE  

A member of the Breaking News Team or a senior reporter with experience covering calamities should be assigned immediately to try to assess the extent of whatever happened and get a basic preliminary story to SignOn immediately.

This is important for two reasons: First, the public will come to our site wanting to know what happened and we must be there for them. Secondly, a seasoned staffer’s preliminary assessment helps guide informed decisions as we start making story assignments. 

TELL THE BOSSES ASAP

Should calamity strike, we will need to activate the Newsroom Management Calling Tree to get the newsroom's leadership informed and involved as soon as possible. This is a task that should be delegated as much as possible so the editors on duty can focus on covering the news as it breaks.    

PUT ONE PERSON IN CHARGE 
A single editor with strong organizational skills and big-picture vision needs to be in clear overall command of the coverage. This is essential for coordinated and focused reporting and to avoid redundancies and mix-ups. Having many generals giving differing and conflicting instructions will at best slow us down and at worst trip us up. We need a single guiding force to focus and maintain our coverage on the day the news breaks as well as through the days that follow.

Back that editor up. This point person will almost certainly not be able to be the editor on every story. We need to consider early on which editors should oversee each aspect of the story, basing those decisions on the individual strengths and expertise of the editors. We should also free up the point person to focus on covering the unfolding event by giving him or her a deputy editor to help with the budgeting tasks and perhaps a news assistant or secretary to help with the phones. (See description of Gatekeeper role below.)

FOR ASSIGNING EDITORS 

Carefully consider who to send where, that is, which reporters, photographers and editors should be assigned to each area and topic. Some staffers thrive in navigating chaos; others need order and definition. Some are better with upset people than others. Some are better and more able to get into – and safely out of – difficult situations.

Make assignments by topic and by geography. Having two reporters standing in the same spot seeing and hearing the same things is obviously not as productive as having them split up, nor is having two people chasing the same sources.   

Take advantage of our numbers and our expertise. If we need more people, they will be speedily drafted from the non-news sections. If we need the expertise of someone who is on assignment or vacation, we should call them in.

Think both short- and long-term in making assignments. The person who figures out how to get information out of, say, the Federal Emergency Management Administration one day is going to be better able to do so the next day than someone starting from scratch. If someone makes contacts in a given neighborhood when smoke fills the skies, that person would be a good choice to send back to the neighborhood once the smoke clears.

Keep them safe. Safety needs to be a primary consideration in dispatching our staff. We should never intentionally send someone directly into harm’s way, and we need to continually reassess the safety of our people.

LIKELY ASSIGNMENTS THAT NEED TO BE MADE

These assignments should be made as soon as possible, even as we dispatch reporters into the field:

Rewrite. We need to have one or some of our strongest writers remain in the office to turn the raw accounts of reporters from the field into engaging prose. There may be times when we have the lead reporter in the field write the main story, and it’s usually good to have the lead writer spend at least some time out on the story. But generally it is most efficient to have some staffers focused solely on reporting and others focused solely on writing. 

Gatekeeper/chief of correspondents/backup rewrite. On a large story, we need to have a senior reporter or editor with good organization skills and a keen grasp of storytelling take the calls coming in from reporters in the field, assess what information they have, channel that information to the rewrite guy or graphics or wherever it is needed and help the reporters make decisions on what to pursue. Otherwise, the rewrite person can get so overwhelmed with incoming calls that he or she can’t focus on the crucial task of writing.

Web writer. The Breaking News Team will likely be deployed to cover big breaking stories for our online audience. If it is not, we need to assign a senior reporter to file frequent, timely updates and an editor to edit them and get them to SignOn. 

Command posts, HQs. In most cases, someone needs to be based at the downtown San Diego police headquarters who knows how to work the sources there. Even in a county-only operation, it is a treasure trove of official data. The same goes for the county disaster command center or any other command center. They are central clearinghouses of timely information and must be staffed.

TV monitor. A junior reporter or senior news assistant needs to watch the news as it is reported on television. Bigger news events may require more people to be assigned to this task, each monitoring different news outlets. This person’s job is to keep a watch on our broadcast competitors to gather leads on sources and possible story angles, as well as to watch out for things we’re missing and developments that could force us to alter our coverage plan. (That is, if the flames shift toward a spot where we have people or if something we’re been pursuing is proven to be a dead end.) Local broadcasts can also be recorded for replay on Tivo or on a disc or videotape.

Graphics artists. Our news graphic journalists may need to be dispatched to do on-site reporting for news graphics to capture visual aspects – the layout of a mall or the specific locations of a series of events, for example – that are difficult if not impossible to get from the newsroom or from reporters’ notes.

Researcher. A library researcher, or several researchers, need to be dedicated to work closely with newsroom reporters and editors. 

Internet reporter. The times dictate that we must report from what’s on the Internet just as we must keep an eye on what’s on TV. Academics and businessmen and average folks now routinely have Web pages that offer biographical insights and story leads. It’s unlikely we will find a smoking gun online, but we are likely to find crucial background and story leads from online sources. (Note: This may be the job of the researcher. Also, it is not this person’s job to report on the conversations of online chat rooms, as this is not a ‘Web reacts’ story assignment.)

Document chaser. Tracking down and obtaining public documents is one of the things we do best. Quickly assigning a dogged paper chaser to scrutinize the public record is essential for our thorough and speedy assessment of the facts. (The library researcher(s) can help with the Internet and documents searches.) For example, if a building mysteriously collapses, we should get the plans right away, while they’re still available.  

An independent outside expert. If we lack the expertise to fully comprehend and assess a complex or technical aspect of the news event we should immediately find and recruit someone who does, if need be, paying for the service. In the case of the building cited above, for example, a structural engineer would bring expertise to our coverage we don’t otherwise have.

Someone to keep track of things. If a story is geographically challenging, say, a fast-moving brush fire, we should assign someone to create and post a large map in the newsroom we can use to keep track of the evolving story and the locations of our people. It’s also helped us in the past to use a large clipboard or marking board to list the major topical story assignments, who’s doing what, etc.

OTHER TIPS FOR EDITORS

Make it easy to file, easy to find things. Have our systems guys create an SII basket (or perhaps two or three) with an easy-to-remember name to which we can file stories, notes, lists of facts and other resources. This really paid off during our recent fires coverage.

Save what we gather. As early as possible, have someone begin building databases or lists of victims, destroyed or damaged properties, evacuated areas, craters, etc. Compile and save people’s names, addresses and phone numbers. We will surely need them later. This may be a job for the researcher. 

SOME TIPS FOR REPORTERS 

Be prepared. This might sound extreme in calm times but, along with notebooks, pens or pencils and a portable computer, a fully prepared disaster reporter should consider having the following: binoculars, a police radio scanner, a portable AM-FM radio, batteries, a change or changes of clothing, essential toiletries, protective gear, a point-and-shoot camera, an emergency phone lists, a cellular phone (perhaps with a backup battery), an up-to-date map, a flashlight, a U-T credit and a VALID press pass. It’s also a good idea to keep a first aid kit in your car.

 Go fast. Get out to the scene of the disaster as fast as you safely can, if possible in your own car, as a company car can get you pegged as a reporter too soon. If you’re not going to the disaster site itself, look for places where people may be gathering. Such places include but are certainly not limited to: churches, shopping centers, fast food areas, fire stations, police store fronts, hardware stores, community centers, hotels or even freeway rest stops.

If you can, grab some papers on the way. A Joe Hughes tip for second-day and ongoing coverage: travel with several current copies of the paper to pass out to people you meet to engender good will. Just a stack of papers on the hood of your car can serve as a source magnet.

Be flexible.  Every disaster is different; each may require a different approach. As 

a general rule, you should probably downplay your reporter status and stay away from media centers and yellow tape at first. That’s because often in the first hours police and sheriff’s deputies and fire crews treat news crews differently from regular folks, keeping reporters out while letting residents in. Arguing with cops over access usually is a waste of time, so do it sparingly. This is not an encouragement to lie or deceive but a recommendation to try to blend in, to keep the notebook stashed at first and keep your eyes and ears open. 

Be kind and helpful. Treat disaster victims the way you would want to be treated if you were in their bloodied shoes. Offer to help them carry something. If you have information that can help them, share it. We are not emergency workers, but we are human beings, and if someone is injured and needing assistance we should do everything we feel we can legally and safely do to help. It’s not unethical to tell a firefighter that there’s someone badly hurt trapped in a pile of rubble down the street who needs help. Use your best judgment and think how your actions will be perceived.

Stay out of the way. Our efforts to cover a story should never be allowed to get in the way of emergency workers’ efforts to respond to a disaster. We should never make things worse by our presence.

Don’t get lost. This is crucial. If you don’t know where you are, you can’t report adequately and, more important, it’s hard to summon help in an emergency. Stop and look at the map before you plow into unknown territory. 

If you’re not experienced in giving dictation, follow these pointers: Organize and think through your material before you call it in. The goal is to call in copy ready for publication. Begin by summarizing what you have for your contact in the office. Are you providing background information? Color? Facts? Possible sources? Also help them prioritize. Is this information important? Does it change things so much require us to change plans or shift resources? Talk slowly and clearly, and emphasize what is a direct quote and what is paraphrased. 

SOME THOUGHTS FOR EVERYONE INVOLVED
We need to think visually. Editors and reporters need to continually ask themselves: What are the images we need to search out? What information will we be needing for graphics? Are the reporters getting the best material adequately teamed with photographers? Do we have pictures of what we’ll be writing about?

We need to keep the end product in mind, not just the words facts and quotes and words, but the totality of our presentation. If it’s a brush fire, reporters should note the addresses of which houses burned down so we can map them. If it’s an earthquake, try to note which buildings are damaged and which are unscathed. If you interview people with gripping accounts of heroics or devastation, arrange to have their pictures taken. All too often we notice missing elements when we’re in a final edit, when it’s too late. We need to think early on about what we’ll be needing later so we don’t get into that bind on a major breaking news story.

We must think of online. Our readers will come to our Web site looking for a timely, authoritative report. If we don’t give it to them, they will look for it elsewhere. So we have to get SignOn’s staff involved immediately and to provide our online audience with a basic but ongoing account of the news. That online breaking news report will demonstrate that we are on top of and actively covering any big breaking news event in our coverage area and cover us while we prepare a more complete and polished report for the newspaper. We can also use the Web site to tout any extra edition we may decide to do, or to promote the coverage we have coming up in the next day’s paper. 

AND SOME THINGS TO AVOID 

Pointless reactions. If a big building falls down and kills scores of people, it’s a safe bet the mayor does not think things are hunky dory. It’s important for us to track down and speak to people in positions of power. But rounding them up for gratuitous and predictable quotes about their personal reactions is not the best use of our time.

How TV covered the Big Story. This sort of critical analysis is something our media experts can write about in the portions of the newspaper designated for coverage of the media. It is usually not a news story and, in most cases, should not be allowed to crowd out news stories about what happened. (This also goes for “What-the-Web-is- saying story” noted above.) 

Requiring reporters and photographers to travel together. Reporters and photographers have different missions and pairing them is often problematic. But a reporter who sees something that would make a good photo needs to contact the photo desk, just as a photographer needs to guide reporters to subjects who need to be interviewed.

PLAN FOR MORE PLANS
This is just a start. This is, by definition, a general plan intended to cover any and all major breaking news events. The Visuals department may want to develop its own plan. Separate and much more detailed coverage plans need to be developed, maintained and periodically updated – that is, with current source and staff information and other specifics – for the coverage of the types of disasters most likely to confront us in San Diego County: wildfires and earthquakes. We should also routinely prepare and reassess disaster coverage plans before any foreseeable major news events, such as bowl games and party conventions. And we should consider developing a specific plan for covering a major terrorist attack or other calamity out of town.

