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Covering Disasters and the Media Mandate
The 2004 Tsunami

The Western media have been accused of judging the extent of Asian disasters

by the number of Europeans affected. Do such assumptions persist in pan-

Asian publications, which now enjoy the benefits of increasingly globalized
communications? Does the press suffer from disaster exhaustion, reporting

the initial impact but losing interest as the spotlight of international coverage

moves elsewhere? Do national priorities frame the reporting of other people’s
disasters? This paper considers these questions by examining reportage of the
2004 tsunami by eight regional newspapers. The paper will analyse the themes
adopted, the sources privileged and the issues pursued. It addresses the journalists’

responsibilities in such events.

Disasters

Disasters impact on whole communities and wide
geographic locations. They may involve thousands of
immediate deaths, dislocation of communications, serious
health problems and damage to local economies.

A major accident such as a train derailment might
result in a large loss of life but its impact may be relatively
short-lived. A disaster like a tsunami will also have terrible
short-term consequences but its shadow will fall much
longer through the destruction of government and NGO
services, the disruption of local and national economies,
and the stress, hardship and lingering grief among affected
populations. Disasters are more than mere accidents and
should not be reported in those terms.

Most important, accidents and disasters are different
kinds of events. Collapsed buildings, train derailments
or air crashes occur at one location and they don’t
threaten acommunity or disrupt its ability to respond.
Disasters disrupt communities and the systems that
make them work. It may be hours, days, weeks or
months before those systems are back in place.
(Scanlon, 1998)

The Indian government’s Ministry of Information and
Broadcasting issued a training paper, which said there
were no “unique disasters” and therefore there was no
blueprint for dealing with them. “Disasters happen when
least expected, taking everyone by surprise,” the paper said.
Meanwhile, media demands on government, reflected post-
disaster demands on emergency services, “well in excess
of usual”.

Disasters, inevitably, are complex. They require
effective inter-media and intra-media cooperation.
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Yet, contrasting professional priorities often
emphasize and exacerbate rather than eliminate
organizational conflict. Consequently, the psycho-
social needs ofthe bereaved, survivors, witnesses and
rescuers can easily be subordinated to the priorities
of the media. The media commands an extraordinary
power to do good or bad because of its capacity to
influence events and minds. But, the media is often
regarded as searching, revelatory and persistent in
its pursuit of vested interests. The media is also, in
itself, powerful. Putting reality together, the media
sets agendas, makes news and impacts directly on
events as they unfold. By whatever means or forms
the mass media revamps style and presentation;
it remains fiercely conventional in content and
representation. (Role of the media in the aftermath of
disaster, Ministry of Information and Broadcasting,
India, 2001)

The ministry paper said that the personal and social
impact of disasters quickly extended outside of those
immediately and directly involved, affecting entire
communities and concerned outsiders. “Invariably, they
become public property,” it reported.

The media played a critical role in the recording,
responding, understanding and mitigation of disasters. The
mass media had an important part of disaster prevention
and management. Newspapers, television, radio and
the Internet provided easy access to large public and
often constituted a robust communication system which
remained working even in cases of a partial breakdown of
the infrastructure.

On the other hand, sources dealing with the media
know that the media can be difficult channels. There is no
direct control over the content and form of information
transmitted. Sources who want to communicate with the
public have to deal with journalists who do not form a passive
“information channel” but act as gatekeepers, interpreters
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had difficulty in dealing with that trauma. “Journalists
have a history of denial. There is a perception that you are
unprofessional if ‘you can’t handle it’,” Hippocrates said.
“Journalists claim they are unaffected to their colleagues.
But, this false bravado takes its toll” (http://www.notrain-

nogain.org/train/res/reparc/disaster.asp).

Media mandates

Journalists seek to inform, educate and entertain their
audience but not necessarily in that order. The newspapers
which covered the tsunami informed their readers about the
unfolding social and economic impact of and responses to
the tsunami. There was less emphasis on education about
the waves, with minimal or even negligible reports on the
scientific aspects of the disaster. But, there was a great
deal of often prurient entertainment derived from images
of the destruction, tales of suffering and even occasional
reports of heroism.

Joumalists were expected to do more than merely
report official versions of the facts. Mass media had the
responsibility to safeguard citizens’ lives, according to a
briefing prepared by the Indian Ministry for Information and
Broadcasting. Reporters should seek the truth. The ministry
said they should take care not to bring to light inaccurate,
misleading or distorted material. However, journalists
should also collect such information with discretion,
even under such difficult circumstances. According to
the Indian ministry, information should not be gathered
through intimidation, harassment or persistent pursuit.
Such demands fit within the guidelines established by the
journalists’ code of ethics. But, disasters required special
care. The ministry said that in cases involving griefor shock,
enquiries must be carried out and approaches made with
sympathy and discretion. The end-product must be handled
sensitively. The mass media have to do the following.

* Inform the living regarding disasters and safeguard
measures.

» Inform the citizens regarding the danger that confronts
them and how they can save themselves.

+ Inform the citizens of preventive steps against such
disasters.

* Tell the citizens about the relief supplies available and
the place of availability so that the disaster-struck can
have direct access.

¢ Assist the government and the non-governmental
organizations providing relief supplies to the people.

(Ministry of Information and Broadcasting, India, 2001)

These recommendations assumed that mainstream
media journalists could collect vital information which
even official sources might have been, initially at least,
unable to supply. The ability to gather such information
and assess it before it is authenticated for distribution is
critical here. It is core to the journalists’ responsibilities,
which electronic media with frequently less journalists at
their disposal than newspapers have difficulties fulfilling.
Parachute journalists who they drop into disaster zones to
fill the holes in coverage may undermine attempts to provide
informed reports by circulating stories, created inignorance

of local politics, language and practices. Previous studies
of such foreign correspondents show that they fall back on
official statements and each other’s stories as sources.

Meanwhile, the distribution systems traditional media
outlets, such as newspapers, are subject to are the same sorts
of disaster-created disruption suffered by governments and
NGOs in the affected zones.

To be fair by journalists, they have to work against
many odds in covering disasters. Events unfold by
the minute and there is much confusion. Reliable
assessments of damage are not always forthcoming,
and some disaster sites are not easily accessible. In
such situations, they have to improvise and make
do with whatever is available and speak to whoever
is contactable. In this process, distortions can occur
(Nivaran, 2003).

Old technology, such as newspapers, the radio and
television stations which are influenced by theirnews agendas,
may lack the ability to swiftly certify and relay information
which may be complex and regionally specific.

Jan Schaffer, the Executive Director of the Pew Centre
for Civic Journalism, said that Western journalists frequently
saw themselves as watchdogs acting in the public interest.
But, when it came to reporting disasters, they also needed
to act as guide dogs. She said the media, in addition to
covering the incremental advances in the day’s news, should
take on the following roles:

* As a healer: Either in the news pages or in another
civic space, being a forum where people can vent their
emotions or share their grief and initiate the healing
process.

* As a convener: Inviting people to gather, to meet and
talk—to not be alone, to participate in what is, after
all, one of the most old-fashioned ways of getting news
and information—in face-to-face conversation.

* As a facilitator for deliberation or volunteering: The
newspaper—in an expansion of its consumer news
role—can give readers road maps for things they can
do, some ways they might help out.

* Asasynthesizer of ideas and solutions: The newspaper
can help harness the community’s collective energy.

* As a framer: It can help report and imagine how the
community can cope and move forward.

(Schaffer, 1997)

It may be that Ms Schaffer was expecting too much of
journalists. Newspapers provided limited space for public
exchanges of ideas through letter-to-the-editor pages and
occasional invited op ed pieces. But, in the aftermath of
the tsunami, emotions, opinions and experiences were
more widely shared on the Internet through Web postings,
discussion groups and “blogs”. It was here on amateur-
created, -maintained and -~controlled but internationally
distributed sites where thousands met and talked. Websites
globally provided updated information on where people
could donate funds, provide support, contact NGOs and
even contact missingrelatives. Conventional media, staffed
by traditional journalists, would have been hard-pressed to
equal such efforts.
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Journalists, however, are trained to synthesize and present
ideas. By publication through recognized channels, they
become part of identifiable information brands and can be
judged accordingly. Anonymous Web postings would, and
on reflection, should not be granted similar credibility.

Mainstream media framed this certified news in ways
which news consumers could understand, comprehend and
integrate. Ultimately, that is the mandate of professional
journalists.

Appendix A—Regional newspapers

The Australian is the Australian flagship of Rupert Murdoch’s US-
based news group. Its journalists, photographers and artists
watch Australia from nine permanent bureaux around the
country, including one in every state and territory capital,
and in Cairns. Overseas, it has more offices than any other
Australian newspaper or newspaper group, with staff
correspondents in Washington, London, Tokyo, Beijing,
Jakarta, Bangkok, Wellington, Honiara, New York and Los
Angeles (Factiva, 2005).

The New Straits Times was established on 15 July 1845, making
it one of the oldest English-language newspaper in the
region. Originally known as The Straits Times, its name
was derived from the Straits of Malacca, a busy shipping
lane in the last century. It is published by the publicly listed
New Straits Times Press (M) Bhd (New Straits Times).

The Times of India is published in Delhi and nine other cities
across India. The first edition of The Bombay Times and
Journal of Commerce, later to be called The Times of India,
was launched in Bombay in 1838. After several years of
change, evolution and growth in the paper’s character,
Bennett, Coleman & Co Ltd, the proprietors of The Times
of India Group, was established with the principal objective
of publishing newspapers, journals, magazines and books.
The Times of India is the flagship brand of the Group. It is
India’s premier English daily and world’s largest circulated
English broadsheet daily (Benett, Coleman & Co Ltd,
http://www.timesofindia.com/).

The South China Morning Post began publication in Hong Kong
in 1904, where it is the former British colony’s leading
English language newspaper. SCMP Group Limited,
through various operating subsidiaries, publishes The
South China Morning Post and The Sunday Morning Post,
SCMP.com and the Chinese editions of Cosmopolitan,
Harper's Bazaar, CosmoGirl!, Maxim and Automobile
(SCMP Group).

The Bangkok Post is a leading Thai Newspaper produced by the
Post Publishing Company.

The Jakarta Post was first published in 1983. Its publisher, PT
Bina Media Tenggara, was founded in late 1982 as an
independent newspaper institution privately owned by four
competing Indonesian media groups publishing some of
the leading national publications: Suara Karya, Kompas,
Sinar Harapan and Tempo. Ten per cent of equity (later
increased to 20 per cent) was provided as a collective share
of all employees (The Jakarta Post).

The China Daily, the only national English language newspaper
in China, was established on 1 June 1981. The paper is
printed in Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, Hong Kong,
New York and Jakarta. Its circulation is 200,000, one-
third of which is abroad in more than 150 countries and
regions. As a newspaper group, The China Daily also runs
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China Daily Business Weekly, The China Daily (Hong
Kong edition), Shanghai Star, Beijing Weekend and 21st
Century (China Daily).

The Manila Bulletin was the Philippines largest circulation English-
language newspaper. A broadsheet, it began publishing
in 1901. The Philippines’ oldest existing newspaper, The
Bulletin started as a shipping journal in 1900. In 1912,
The Manila Bulletin expanded to include news of general
interest. It later became Bulletin Today owned by Hans
Menzi. In 1986, it resumed publication under new owner,
Emilio Yap (Media Museum).

Appendix B—Themes

Relief: These stories cover the application of aid, through the
distribution of food supplies, the clearing of debris and the
construction of key facilities. This included the provision
of 1.2 million pairs of medical gloves to protect the relief
workers (New Straits Times, 6 January 2005).

Victims: These “human interest” stories are concerned with the
experiences of the survivors. They include accounts of the
immediate impact of the tsunami as well as the plight of
those remaining in wrecked communities.

Science: These include scientific speculation about tsunamis,
research on the impact on wildlife and anthropological
speculation about the fate of primitive tribes living in
certain coastal areas. One report called for seismologists,
geologists and other scientists to “hold hands”.

Body count: Stories in this category focus on the progressive
death toll. The toll could be that of an individual country
or atotal count. These approaches seeking to gauge the size
of the disaster were dismissed by an Indian commentator
as a “corpse count”.

Charity: These stories refer to efforts to raise funds for the
survivors. They include reports of Taiping prison inmates
who pledged part of the allowances, an unemployed person
in Hong Kong contributing to a charity auction and Chinese
ship workers making individual donations.

Celebrity: Celebrity stories are related to those referring to charity.
However, they focus instead on the famous; film stars,
pop singers and sports people engaged in the fund-raising
process. In these cases, the fame of the participants creates
the story rather than their charitable activities.

Economic: Economic stories engage with the broader, long-term
financial impacts of the tsunamis. They may refer to ruined
fishing fleets, disruptions to tourism and the long-term
damage caused by destroyed infrastructure.

Crime: These included reports of looting and even a gang
masquerading as charity collectors.

Other: Stories here cover a wide range of themes. These might
include tsunami warnings, or the roles the media should
play in mega disasters like the tsunami. The disbandment
of the “tsunami core group” established to coordinate aid
fell into this category (Times of India, 6 January 2005).

Appendix C—Sources

Government: Government sources in this instance can include
prime ministers, ministers, regional governors, ambassadors
and spokespersons. It includes official statements, cabinet
papers and media releases.

NGOs: Non-government organizations include national and
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international aid agencies. This category includes the United
Nations and its various arms, as well as bodies such as the
International Red Cross.

Eyewitnesses: This category includes victims, tourists and even
journalists who were involved in the actual event and its
aftermaths.

Business: Public and private corporations, and companies and
their spokespersons

Relatives: Families of victims

Medical: Doctors, nurses, treatment centres, hospitals and their
spokespersons

Police: Police and security services
Military: Local and foreign armed forces responding to the
tsunami
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