MEDIA RELATIONS

On-Air Anxieties

Crisis event media interaction is a must for fire departments. Your public
spokesperson needs to be able to communicate difficult information in a
way that increases the public’s confidence. By S. Christopher Suprun

istening to a comedy cp recently, I

paid attention as Jerry Seinfeld

described two fears that most

people have every day. The first
fear everyone has is death. The poll cited it as
being the second-biggest fear most Americans
have. The number-one fear, he claims, is
speaking in front of a group of people. He
made the conclusion that if people had to be
at funeral, most of us would rather be lying in
the casket than delivering the eulogy.
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This is funny until you consider that in a
terrorist event, real people are dying, creating a
“tinsel town terror” for many fire department
officers who fear the media and its mission.

Right to a story

The media, like the fire service, is filled with
Type-A, action-oriented people. They are sup-
posed to get the story. Similarly, many front-
line reporters have long hours, tough dead-
lines and demanding audiences. The

Constitution of the United States grants a
freedom of the press that is designed to allow
journalists to get information out to the pub-
lic without limitation. Government scandals
helped create sunshine laws and the Freedom
of Information Act, which provides further
avenues for the public to learn about what is
happening in their communities.

This demand for information is not dis-
similar to the public’s demand on public safe-
ty agencies in a crisis. As most fire department
officials know, we don't always have informa-
tion. In the Columbine school shooting in Lit-
tleton, Colo., initial information was sketchy
and unreliable — as it is in many crisis events
— leaving public safety officials to formulate
their plan of action based on incomplete, and
perhaps false, information.

This lack of information leaves the public
with unanswered questions. Reporters are the
mouthpiece for the public’s interest in events
happening in their backyard.

With Columbine, how many questions
would you have asked? Are my children ox?
Who did this? Was it a student, a teacher, a
crazed lone gunman? Was this the act of an
international terrorist? Am I safe at home? Any
number of other questions might be asked, but
they can all lead to lesson one: Be responsive.

“The fire department has to be responsive
in a terrorist or crisis event,” says Amani Ali, a
reporter for Colorado radio station KrHOW.
“We don’t wait for the networks to drop in
news.” The media is interested in getting
good information for its audience and get-
ting it quickly.

Ali says he would rather have a pro call him
and tell him that an incident is happening even
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