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Primary Focus Questions

1. How can hurricane forecasts and associated warnings be
presented to the public in a responsible manner, thereby

avoiding the “hype” problem?

2. How can the media avoid conveying conflicting information

about hurricane predictions and response strategies?

3. What policies are needed to ensure that official public forecasts
are used by the media during weather emergencies without
unduly restricting the full flow of information from private

sources, that is, to resolve public-private prediction issues?



Media Issuesin a Weather Emer gency

Ronnie J. Goodstein, APR
Director, Pinellas County (Florida) Department of Public Affairs

When a wesather emergency threstens, it is the media, both print and eectronic—televison, radio,
and now the Internet—to which dtizens look for information to help them to make criticd, life-
saving decisons such as whether to evacuate their homes, and when to evacuate. Emergency
management officids look to these same media outlets to help them to convey their public safety
messagesto citizens.

| believe that centrd to the issue of media coverage during a tropica westher event is how to
convey criticd, life-saving information to citizens in a respongble, factud manner that is strong
enough and convincing enough to move them to appropriate action without creating undue panic.

Most reporters are hard at work trying to do the best job they can. They care about getting their
facts straight and reporting accurately. Sometimes, somewhere between good intent and the spoken
or written report, however, something goes awry. How and why does this happen? Sometimes the
answers are easy. Often, the answers are more complex.

While Hurricane Andrew (1992) was bearing down on south Forida, Pindlas County resdents
watched as miles and miles of bumper-to-bumper traffic evacuated the Florida Keys. For those who
mised the beginning of the report, and those who were channe surfing, the question of who was
evacuating from where remained a mystery. Concerned that what they were waiching was
happening in ther own community, people began cdling the Pindlas County 9-1-1 emergency
communications center for information and guidance. This put an added burden on emergency cdl-
takers and dispatchers and could have caused unnecessary delays in responding to actua loca
emergencies.

Media should avoid those ingances where showing video of a locdized occurrence may be
percaved as part of a generd trend. Examples include long lines at the home center stores, shelves
devoid of bottled water in grocery stores, and so on. This is especidly troublesome when people
are watching nationdly tdevised network news. One suggestion to help to diminate this confusion
would be to superimpose a graphic (and to keep the graphic up longer than the customary three
seconds) as to the location being viewed, or to run a scroll.  This would aso be of great benefit to
members of the desf community who are watching coverage that is not being closed captioned in
red time.

When Pindlas County experienced a series of killer tornadoes (1993), | received a cdl from one
nationd media outlet wanting to verify the fact that we had 14 dead. | responded that | could only
confirm four fataities. The reporter repested her statement, “But, we heard there are 14 dead, we
just want you to confirm that number.” | restated that | could only confirm four fatdities. To this
she responded, “Wdl, where did the number 14 come from?’ “It's your number,” | replied; “where
did you get it?’

This reporter’s cdl to the Public Information Office enabled me to correct erroneous information.
Unfortunatdy, in an effort to be fird and possbly even exclusve with some information, reporters
do not dways take the time to check their facts thoroughly with officid sources. There was a time



when the sandard was to verify unofficid information with a least three sources. Understandably,

this takes time. But one wdl-placed cdl to a county’s emergency operations center would set the
record straight.

It is dso my opinion that media need to choose wisdly to ar only the most credible and trustworthy
comments as they deveop the story of a weather emergency, not just the “drive-ups’ or, as some
reporters cal them, the “drive-bys” For those not familiar with these terms, it refers to when a
reporter pulls up aongsde someone, puts a microphone in his face, and says something such as,

“Excuse me, g, but | can see you must be very concerned about the impending sorm by the way
you're stocking up on supplies” The individuds, who want to see themselves on teevison, hear
themselves on the radio, or see their name in the newspaper, gladly respond to the reporter’s lead.

The news dory that follows then goes something like this “The shelves a the home center store
are dmost bare as worried resdents stock up on bottled water, batteries, and other emergency
supplies”

Are the shelves redly empty? Does one individuad spesk for a community? Clearly, seeing empty
shelves and long lines at checkout counters and talking to store managers who say, “We're amost
out of bottled water and batteries...A crowd had dready gethered in front of the store by the time we
opened a 6:00 am. and it's been long lines at the checkout counter al day” more accurately tels
the story.

Tropicad Storm Josephine (1996) briefly caused some concern in the Tampa Bay aea before
meking landfal in the Horida panhandle. As Pindlas County began to fed some mild effects of
this sorm system, a nationad network reporter was doing his standup report from one of Pindlas's
beaches. As he stood there with his hair blowing in the wind he breathlesdy reported that winds
were picking up on the beach. He was even heard to say the area around him could experience
severe storm surge.  Panicked cdlers, especidly those located on the barrier idands, flooded the 9
1-1 center with questions. They were concerned and confused because they fet the reporter was
indicating resdents needed to prepare for possble evacuation; however, emergency management
officids were not recommending they take any action.

In an effort to get the gation to clarify the report, | cdled the news director. | was told it would not
be necessary because the reporter had dready left the beach because nothing was redlly happening
in Pindlas County. They told me he was on the road, racing the sorm to the Florida panhandle. He
may have been gone, but the damage was done when he exaggerated and sensationdized the story,
and we were now faced with the task of righting this wrong perception.

In a dtuation where evacuations are being ordered, it gives viewers a conflicting message to have
reporters broadcasting from the very areas we are evacuating. Many members of the emergency
management community remember during Hurricane Andrew an incident in which a fidd reporter
and his photographer, in fear for their lives, sought shelter under a roadway overpass. | vividly
recdl when, during Tropicd Storm Keth (1988), | received a frantic cadl from one news director
desperately seeking help to get their video crew off one of our beaches where they had been told not
to go and which had aready been locked down.

A sadlite image of a massve hurricane can appear extremey foreboding. Hurricane Foyd (1999)

was such a dorm, geogrgphicdly severd times larger than Hurricane Andrew.  As Floyd
approached the Florida mainland, and TV reporters compared Floyd to Andrew, resdents of the
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east coast of Florida flew into a panic because of exaggerated reports in the media. Thousands upon
thousands fled their homes, jamming the interstate highways from Miami to Jacksorville and
beyond, creating massve gridlock and unnecessarily endangering lives.

As | watched the news broadcasts after Hurricane Floyd made landfdl, it was not uncommon to see
a reporter wading through water while delivering his report. A common sense safety message is for
people not to wak through flooded aress, because there is a strong possbility there could be
downed live power lines or other dangers lurking unseen in the weaters below.

Another example | experienced was while providing mutud ad for public information during
thel998 Forida wildfires. The fires raged for weeks, destroying thousands of wooded acres in
severd counties.  Understandably the media wanted to show the flames risng some 30 feet into the
ar. One reporter chose to do his report while standing a little too close.  With Horida's quickly
shifting winds, he dmost became the sory.

Sometimes the focus, or angle, of a story and even its headline are determined before the gory is
written or are written in anticipation of te event. Tropicd Storm Harvey (1999) formed in the Gulf
of Mexico, threatening the west coast of Florida. Harvey strengthened to a 60-mph tropica storm
about 250 miles west-southwest of Tampa, Florida Luckily for us, Harvey took an abrupt turn
toward the southeast. Resdents picking up one morning paper, however, would never have known
that from the headline that caught their eye above the fold—"“Harvey Hits..srong winds, heavy
rans and a 5 to7 foot storm surge usher in the topical sorm.” Yes, Havey Hit, but not in the
TampaBay area.

One reporter presented another problem for Pindlas emergency officids and resdents during
Tropicad Storm Harvey when she combined two related pieces of information into a third and
reported their concluson as fast-bresking news. For example, Pinellas County is connected to its
barrier idands and adjacent land by 16 bridges—hence bridge closures are a criticd piece of
information for our resdents. Reporters frequently ask the question, “When will the bridges
cose? Unless closures are imminent, the answer is typicaly when westher conditions present a
hazard to motorists.  Typicdly, those conditions include the arivad of sustained tropica storm-
force winds. Reporters will then ask when the area is expected to begin feding the effects of
tropical sorm-force winds associated with the storm sysem (for example, during Harvey,
gpproximately 10:00 p.m.). They then extrapolate and issue the statement that the bridges will close
a 10:.00 p.m. It may seem to be a logicd conclusion, but it is speculaion until an officid order to
closeabridgeisgiven. Until then, it isirrespongible to report atimetable to the public.

It is true. Wesather emergencies and other disasters do not adways occur a convenient times. In the
case of “Harvey Hits” the paper went to print with the information available a that time. Yes, the
information was accurate at the time it was written, but the headline that appeared, even in the find
edition, was not supported by the story or by the event.

It is my policy never to speculate, and | advise others to do the same. How do you respond when
asked a “what if” question? One response might be, “It would be irresponsible for me to speculate
on that a this time” It is important that reporters know that as soon as the information is available
and verified you will shareit with them.



So, what can be done to fill the void of no storm information yet? Reporters are aways looking for
new information, new angles, and new faces to provide a supporting sound bite or quote. This is
especidly evident, and undergtandable, when dectronic media begin wal-to-wal coverage. |
believe it is incumbent on the public information officer to identify and to suggest supplementd
story dess, or sdebars, that would be both of interest to viewers and readers and meet the media’s
needs.

If you want your story to be told accurately, you need to be accessble. Thanks to the technology
avaldble to us—pagers, cdl phones, 800-MHz county radio system, Internet, fax servers, and so
on—connectivity 24 hours per day, 7 days per week, is easly accomplished. In Pindlas County,
we make every effort to accommodate al media in their quest for information, providing access to
expertswho can tel the story best.

Our media room located in the Emergency Operaions Center (EOC) provides the tools that
reporters need to communicate directly with their editors via phone, fax, modem, and microwave
links. We dso condder their lighting needs, visuds, and background information, and during an
activation they are conddered to be part of our daff; they share meds and are housed with us.
Briefings are hedd whenever new information is received from the Nationd Weather Service, The
National Hurricane Genter and other sources. News releases are written and distributed the moment
events occur that could effect our citizens safety and wdl being.  All officd informetion is
immediately posted on our county Web Ste so citizens, reporters, and concerned relaives and
property owners can access the latest details concerning our county’s response to a storm from
anywhere in the world via the Internet.  In addition, utilizing GIS technology, our citizens can essly
look up ther evacuation levd and immediatdy find out if an evacuaion for their neighborhood has
been called.

Not everyone is connected by today’'s technology. That is why we immediately activate our Citizen
Information Center (CIC) to answer calers questions persondly and to dleviate unnecessary cdls
to the 9-1-1 center. During Tropicd Storm Harvey, within a 24-h period, our CIC responded to
10,000 telephone calls, and the Internet site received 12,000 queries.

In addition, prior to the start of the hurricane season each year, we host a media day. This is an
opportunity for loca government and the media to share information and concerns. They are dso
invited to test ther equipment and run a live feed from ingde the EOC. We work hard at building
our credibility asareliable and available information source.

It is my pogtion that, if media and government are to act in the best interes of our citizens, we
adopt the following recommendations.

For the media:
1. Use graphics and scralls to identify affected areas. Channd surfing is a widespread practice, and
viewers may not eadly discern whether a ory is locd. 1t dso benefits the deaf and hard-of-hearing

viewer.

2. Do not speculate or sensationdize. 1t is not necessary to hype the story to convey the message.



3. Check your facts and use officid sources. It is the right of the media in fact it is thar
respongbility, to cover different points of view. However, when not taking to officid sources, they
should only focus on how the emergency has affected that one individud they are interviewing.

4. Tadk with emergency managers about their response plans and decison making process before
hurricane season. Take advantage of their media days, prepare for your coverage before a tropica
wesether event.

For government:

1. Meet with media representatives early on and exchange information and educate each other about
your respective roles and responsibilities.

2. Officia sources for information must be accessible.
3. Holding regularly scheduled news briefings may not be enough. Supply sidebar stories.
4. Be consderate of reporters deadlines.

A westher emergency is serious busness and it deserves serious reporting.  Our citizens look to
ther media for truth. In a weather emergency, the safety of ther lives and property lies in the
baance. Reporting the conditions of a weaher emergency with incomplete information,
exaggerated predictions, nonofficid points of view, or unbaanced reporting of any kind can lead to
red panic among affected citizens. Mideading information can lead to bad decisons concerning
where to go and what to do during a weather emergency. Bad decisons can cost money, disrupt the
flow of sarvices, hamper the efforts of emergency services and recovery personnd, and even
imperil the lives of those involved. Therefore, it is of the utmost importance that officia emergency
managers and disagter response agencies develop cooperative working relationships with the media,
and we grongly urge the media to be careful what they say and to verify that what they say is
absolutely true when telling the story of aweether emergency.



The Role of the Media in Hurricane Preparedness
And Warning Response

John R. Hope
Hurricane Specialist, The Weather Channel

Most weether information in our country, including hurricane weatches and warnings, reaches the
public through the mass media—teevison, radio and newspapers. Recently, the Internet can be
added to the lig. Tdevidon is in the lead among these outlets. Studies have shown that at leest
80% of the public depends on tdevison as its primary source of information during hurricane
emergencies.  This includes information coming from the Nationd Weather Service and from
emergency management. It therefore is imperative tha a close working relationship must be
edablished and maintained among these groups, because only then can we be assured tha
information vita to the safety of life and property will reech the public in a timey and unambiguous
fashion. A lack of coordination between agencies and organizations whose responshility it is to
warn and advise people who are threatened by hurricanes could well lead to disaster.

In the United States, televison weather coverage is more extendgve than in mogt of the rest of the
world.  Vidtors from abroad are often astonished a the scope of weather coverage on U.S.
televison. It has been noted that tdevison dso has been giving increased time and emphasis to
coverage of westher, especialy the most dramatic events. From 1989 to 1995, the Center for Media
and Public Affars found that weether coverage was not among the top ten topics on nightly
network news, but in 1996 it was eighth and in 1998 it was fourth. Many of the networks often
feature sormy weether in their programming.

| have had he opportunity to see what happens in other parts of the world when there is not well-
organized cooperation between warning agencies, those responsble for evacuations and other
protective measures, and the media In 1978 | led a misson to Asa sponsored the World
Meteorological Organization's Typhoon Committee. The purpose of the misson was to assess the
need in each of saven typhoon-prone countries for measures and programs to reduce fatalities and
damages caused by typhoons and their related floods. In each country, the Nationd Meteorologica
sarvice was wdl organized and equipped. Emergency management, closdy tied to civil defense,
appeared to be wdl organized and active a the nationa level, as was the Red Cross or Red
Crescent. However, there were no media representatives at any of our meetings. It was never quite
clear how emergency messages were going to reach dl of those threstened.  Then in 1990, |
traveled to India to participate in a bilateral workshop with Indian and U.S delegates to discuss
getting timdly, action-oriented warnings to those threstened by tropica cyclones. It was the firgt
time in India that media representatives had participated in a joint meeting with those respongble to
issue warnings or to take protective measures to save lives and property from agpproaching tropical
cyclones.  Although the Nationd Weather Service of India adso was highly professona and
competent and could demonstrate the accuracy of its forecads, there had been mgor disasters
because of the falure of warnings to reach remote areas and to be acted on in a timely fashion. One
got the impresson that each organization involved in the warning chain had often acted more or less
independently of the others. It was to seek ways to remedy this stuaion that our discussons were
directed.

We cite these experiences to illudrate the importance of the Nationd Wesather Service, emergency
management, and the media being closdy digned and coordinated—al are vitd pats of the



hurricane waning service.  The Nationa Weather Service and emergency management at dl leves
must be prepared to work with the media, to be dways frank and open, and never to appear to be
taking actions that cannot be shared with them or the public. In this day of the dectronic media,
sookespersons must be chosen carefully. They must be knowledgeable, authoritetive, articulate,
and avallable a reasonable intervas. If such persons are not a hand, the media assuredly will find
someone else with which to talk and to quote.

What, then, should we ask of the media? In the case of reporters, we would hope that management
would sdlect their best for these assignments. These people should be well versed in the nature of
hurricanes and their consequences. They need to be aware of limitations in the Nationd Hurricane
Center’s ability to predict precisdy the landfal srength of a hurricane, and when and where the eye
will reach land 2448 h in advance. Knowing that, they can understand why hurricane watches and
warnings must cover a wider area than is likdy to be impacted severdy. The media needs dso to
understand why some areas need to be evacuated and others do not, and who has the authority to
order or to recommend these actions. The public depends on the media to hdp them with
evacuation routes, openings and locations of Red Cross shelters, and a myriad of other actions that
might be required in a hurricane emergency. The public does not need to hear from the media any
second-guessing as to whether the evacuation orders are judtified by the threst—at least not until the
hurricaneis past.

Of course, much of the work can and should be carried out before the hurricane season ever begins.
Radio, televison, and newspapers are of enormous help in preparing the public for the upcoming
season.  Specifics concerning evacuation routes, shelters, vulnerable areas, and so on reach most of
the public through the specia editions newspapers publish each year and through the brochures and
tracking charts that many radio and televison daions digribute. Most televison dations and the
nationd networks ar programs near the beginning of each hurricane season to educate the public
about the threat and measures that need to be taken to mitigate the damage and risk to life thet
accompany these storms. All the standard rules for action in the threat of a hurricane landfal need
to be reterated often, and it is largey up to the media to do this. We believe dso that the media
should be taking a hard look a building codes within their areas. We know that structures can be
built with comparatively little extra cost that will withdand even mgor hurricane-force winds.
Much can be done to retrofit existing structures to withstand hurricane winds. The public needs to
be advised through the media that al windows must be secured because, when they fall, there is a
much grester likelihood that other sructura failures will ensue. The media needs dso to explore the
wisdom of building in the coastd or inland flood plain, especidly in areas where there has been
multiple rebuilding of dructures destroyed in floods. These costs are borne a least in pat by
taxpayers, because flood insurance is heavily subsidized by the Federal government.

When a hurricane is about to strike, we would apped to the media to be as factua as it can be, to
avoid hyping, and to know to whom to turn for information. It must clearly be understood that the
National Hurricane Center is the sole source for hurricane watches and warnings, and it is extremely
important that al media relay these to the public in a timdy manner. To do otherwise would be to
sow confuson and lead to inaction and chaos. Those covering hurricanes from the media need be
awvae of who is issuing the evacudion directives, that is, ether state or local emergency
management, and they should be sure that their viewers, listeners, or readers aso know this.

In this connection, it is our understanding that there may be some changes during this hurricane
Season in evacuation policies.  There seems to be a consensus that too many people are evacuating
and atempting to travel too far. Some are fleeing the wind as wdll as the water. If not in danger
from flooding, we concur that most would be better off in their own homes as long as those homes
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are not mobile homes, are well-constructed, and are properly protected. If such a policy is adopted,
it will fal modtly to the mediato explain it publicly.

So far in our discussion, we have been concentrating on the role of media reporters.  There is
another aspect to the story, and that is the fact that many media outlets, both local and nationa, have
their own meteorologists. Many of these are highly trained and competent. Furthermore, with each
passing year they have been able to acquire more and more of the data on which the Nationa
Hurricane Center bases its forecasts. At this time, meteorologists in the private sector are able to
evduate dl the globd modds and specid hurricane forecast models in red time. The Internet has
played a big role here by making huge amounts of data avalable to dl a little or no cost to the
users. No one can say that the track and intensity forecast issued by the National Hurricane Center
in a given indance is going to be better than one issued by a private organization. However, thet is
not the issue, nor should it be. Anyone who has forecast hurricanes for many years can remember
forecasts that turned out very wel and others that they would just like to forget. The Nationd
Hurricane Center is not infalible, and neither are the forecasters from any private group. We know
that televison is a fiercely competitive business, but we do not beieve that it is proper or ethicd to
atempt to enhance on€s competitive podtion by publicly cting instances in which one
organization outperformed another. The problem becomes more acute when we redize that some
televison meteorologids, especidly in locd markets, who “go ther own way” have extremdy high
credibility with their viewers and are going to be relied on more than the Nationd Hurricane Center
or anyone else.

It is dl very wdl to assart, as some private organizations have, that if they broadcast the Nationd
Hurricane Center’s watches and warnings, it is ther right and their obligation to display a forecast
track that differs from the "officid” forecast track if that is what their andyss indicates. However,
because the hurricane watches and warnings and evacuation directives are based primarily on the
officid forecast track, the dternate track would suggest that some within the warning area would
not need to be waned, while others in danger would be under no warning. Certanly such a
scenario would add another layer of confusion to an dready chaotic Stuation. We do not wish to
dispute the right of the private sector to issue weather forecasts. Indeed it is estimated that 85% of
wesgther forecasts that reach the public are supplied by the private sector. We are troubled only by
this issue of hurricane forecast tracks because it is so closdy tied to hurricane watches and
warnings. Thisissue perhapsis one of the most thorny this forum is being caled on to address.

Can there be a solution to this dilemma? There is no legd prohibition agangt any private
meteorologist or organization issuing its own hurricane track and intengty forecast. Some hold that
it is a right guaranteed by the basic law of the land, the very condiitution itsdlf. If any solution is to
be found, we beieve tha it must dat with more and better contacts between the public- and
private-sector meteorologists, carried out in a spirit of good will and mutud respect for one another.
As the hurricane warning service now functions, there is much coordination going on between the
Nationa Hurricane Center and Nationa Weather Service offices within the threstened area and aso
between these groups and egppropriate emergency management centers. This is accomplished
through the hot line, which connects al these groups. Meanwhile, private meteorologists who are
part of the media are not privy to these discussons and do not know what is being decided until the
hurricane advisories are issued. It needs to be said here that forecasters a the National Hurricane
Center ae mogt willing to discuss their thinking with private-sector meteorologists as time permits
and phone connections can be made. As advisory time approaches, however, it is next to
impossible to get a phone connection to the Nationd Hurricane Center.  We suggest that NOAA
and the Nationd Weather Service condder dlowing private meteorologists within the watch and
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warning area and those from nationad networks to listen to the coordination discussons. These are
issues that we would like to see this forum address.

Bearing in mind that the hurricane warning service is dmost totaly dependent on the media to get
its messages to the public, we have discussed the media issues that we consider the most pressing as
we enter a new millenium. My viewpoints have been formulated during twenty years a the
Nationa Hurricane Center and the past eighteen years a The Weather Channd. We hope this forum
can reach a consensus that will benefit al of us.



Media I ssues. Position Paper
Robert T. Ryan
Chief Meteorologist, WRC/NBC, Washington, DC

The pand has been asked to consder how “the medid@ can provide “accurate responsible
information that will asss the public to prepare for and respond appropriately to the ‘officid’
hurricane response decisons” The media issue primary focus questions aso ask about reducing
“hype” avoiding “conveying conflicting information,” and assuring that the officid public forecadts
ae used. The ovedl tone of the pand guiddines implies that the media should be more
“responsible” that forecasts and decisons by emergency management have not been responsbly
presented by the media, and that the medids role is to disseminate “officia” forecasts and
directives for public response.

Hurricane preparedness and response to minimize loss of life requires cooperation, coordination,
and communication between the three groups represented by the workshop pands.  These
underlying themes (cooperaion, coordingtion, communication) redly involve the three groups
(forecadting, media, emergency management) working together to accomplish the gods of the
workshop. This workshop should only be the first step toward a cooperative working relation. |
believe too often the media is viewed as being outsde hurricane preparednessiresponse issues.
Decisons are made a the government level (Federd, dtate, loca) and the “medid’ are brought in
and essentidly asked, “How can we help you to disseminate and to explain what we have decided?’
The media, a least the broadcast meteorology media, should be involved in the decison-meking
process early on. Let me give an example.

Regular hurricane dtatements from the hurricane center (the “officid” statements and forecasts) give
the digances of sorms from Atlantic and Caribbean idands (“Hurricane X, 500 miles east of
Barbados’) when storms are well offshore. Why not aso include distances from the U.S. mainland
to give the U.S. public a better sense of how far the storm is from them? Statements that dso give a
hisorical pergpective of the likeihood of sorms a particular locations ever reaching the United
States would aso be useful to the public. Statements such as “Storm X is at ... but over the last 50
years only 5% of hurricanes in this area in August have ever made landfal on the U.S. manland’
would be helpful to dlay public fear.

| believe the forecasting community can and should work cooperatively with the broadcast
meteorology to maeke dl the information presented to the public more respongble.  Officid
satements that help to alay fears can be as important and helpful as officid Statements that require
public action and possble evacuation. If the overdl theme is responsble statements by all | think
the public will be better served and the question of media “hype’ would not be viewed so much as a
“problem” by the forecasting and emergency management community. The media did not order the
largest peacetime evacuation in U.S. higtory last year. What lessons have been learned from that?
Do we know how many injuries or deaths there were from traffic accidents as a result of the
evacuatiions? |Is asking people who chose to say in vulnerable areas the names of ther next of kin
regponsble or hype? Has the forecast and emergency management community done postevent
surveys with “focus’ groups to see how many would voluntarily evacuate this year should a storm
smilar to Hoyd pardld the coast? What is the tradeoff between percelved overreaction and
resultant potentid underreaction for even more dangerous events in the future? Again, | believe the
media and especially the broadcast meteorology community could have useful ideas and input, such
as the above, to the forecast and emergency community.



?? Each locd forecast office in any area that might be affected by hurricanes or hurricane-
relaed life-threstening westher (inland flooding, tornadoes, high winds, etc) should be
required to hold regular workshops that would include locad TV and radio news directors
and/or locd broadcast meteorologists/weathercasters and emergency managers to work on
the same issues addressed at this workshop. This should not be a “meeting” dong the
lines of how can the media help us to get the officiad word out. Again, the theme should
be coordination, cooperation, and communication—two-way communicetion. The three
groups involved in this issue can dl learn something from each other to serve the public
better and cooperatively.

Quegtion number two for this pand suggests the media give conflicting information.  The news and
weather information busness is an extremey competitive business, but | know of no news
organization that will intentionaly give out conflicting information a a time of danger when public
response is needed. All media, news, and broadcast meteorologists should pass on officia weather
warnings and evacuation decisons. This does not mean that experienced broadcast meteorologists
should not provide additiond interpretative information or accept the “officid” forecast and track as
being the only information that should be dissaminated. Smilaly it is the function of the news
media to get further information, even during weather warnings, and, for example, to question
whether the evacuation of more than 2 million people is necessary each time there is a threet smilar
to Floyd.

To dleviate any fears that officid hurricane prediction and response information is not reaching the
public, the EAS could be activated and it could be required that the officid hurricane prediction be
given on any broadcast when there is an imminent danger to life and property. Locd forecast offices
or the Director of the National Hurricane Center could write a “letter of concern” to dl radio and
TV dations in hurricane-prone areas outlining concerns that the officia forecasts be given aong
with locd information to best assure public response. Loca meteorologists are certainly free to
write critica letters to the media or broadcast meteorologistsweathercasters who they fed have
endangered public safety by giving conflicting information or by not providing the offica forecast
and track information. The American Meteorological Society can and probably should develop
guiddines for AMS Sed holders that would ded with the responghbility to present the officid
forecast as wel as information the experienced professona broadcast meteorologist feds is most
useful in helping the public and in hdping in the response and decison-making process. Future
Policy Statements by the Society should dso address the public—private issues in hurricane intengty
and track forecast informetion.

If there is ggnificant uncertainty about a specific hurricane prediction, the media should not avoid
giving this information. Information that the hurricane forecast is very uncertan and there may be
corflicting information is useful information.  The public should be told to stay informed to learn
what the latest and higher-confidence forecast is.  The more useful, responsble information the
public has during weather emergencies, the more likdy they ae to make informed decisons.
Information items such as dtrike probabilities, track trends, storm drength trends, and storm wind
fidds are examples of important information that should be conveyed to the public so they can
become informed paticipants in the decisonrmaking process. There may be some “conflicting”
information in this but | believe it will dill be hdpful to the public. We do not serve by the public
well by knocking on the door and saying, “You've got to leave now or tel me your next of kin.”

How many meteorologists were among the 2.6 million people evacuated dong the Forida, Georgia,



and Cardlina coasts lagt year? With more information we dl can make and participate in informed
decisons.

?? Agan, regular local workshops in which al participants lisen, communicate, and have a
sene of cooperation rather than conflict will best serve the public.  Without regular
communication among the three groups represented a  this workshop, conflicts will
continue to exi<.

| don't beieve any policies ae needed to ensure officid forecasts are used by the media As
outlined above, there is much we can do cooperatively, professondly, and as concerned individuas
to ensure that we reach the common gods of providing the most timely and accurate forecasts and
information to keep the public informed and to dlow them to respond to emergency events. The
use of the Internet as a medium for public information continues to expand rapidly and to present
great opportunities for dissemination of officia forecasts. The Nationa Westher Service should
ensure that the forecasts and products from the hurricane center are dways easily avalable. During
Dennis and Hoyd it was very difficult to get to the NHC ste. Very locdized maps and diagrams
showing sorms  forecasted impact (rainfal, winds, and sorm surge) would gregily hep with
informed public response. Loca forecast offices should have deadlines just as the media does for
issuing updated forecasts and warning information. Regular scheduled updates on NOAA wegther
radio and through the Internet at times the public would know about and could expect (as locd news
programs) would be an effective way of officidly communicating with the public. Locad modes
such as CAPES could be adapted to have outputs viewable on loca NWS Internet sites so the public
could “seg” the forecast impact and be more likely to take action if necessary. Such outputs in an
esdly viewableluseeble format would be more likdy to be used by locd media  Agan,
communication between the forecast community and the media could determine what works best, a
what times such visuals would be used, and so on.

The entire meteorologicad community, public and private, wants to reach the god of this workshop.
Working cooperatively in a coordinated effort with red communication | believe we can better
inform, prepare, and have the public respond to future hurricane and tropical storm thregts.



Position Paper for Media Panel
Jack Williams
Weather Editor, USATODAY .com

In recent years, the word “medid@’ has come to ke a synonym for tdevison, dthough it is shorthand
for “news media® and could include newspapers, magazines, radio, and the Internet, especidly the
World Wide Web. It's easy to see why most of the time those who tak about the media are redly
taking about televison. Radio and then televison long ago replaced newspapers as the source of
last-minute news. The media have replaced “the press” | am sure our focus in the media
discussions here will be on tdevison. That focus is not misplaced.

Even as we focus on tdevison, | can envison tdevison as we know it eventudly seeming as
quaint as newsboys running down the street shouting “extra, extra” to sdl newspapers that came
out in severd editions a day when big news was bresking. Sooner or later, maybe sooner, the Web
is going to become the dominant medium.

I’'ve been spending most of my working time the lagt five years with the USA TODAY Web ste. |
am the firg to tel you tha the Web today is probably at the stage of development that televison
had reached in maybe 1950. Eventudly, however, the Web will solve its bandwidth and other
problems, and traditiond televison will begin fading.

Let us look a someone who wanted the latest information about Hurricane Floyd when he or she
woke up around last September 15. (This is based on my experience) You would turn on the
Weather Channd and see a Michdin tire commercid. Turn to Channd 4 here in Washington and
you would see a Today Show interview with an actor whose 1Q number would make a comfortable
room temperature. Log on to your computer and brew a pot of coffee while waiting for the Web to
download.

When the new, truly fast Web arives and it becomes a red mass medium—snatching the term
“medid from today’'s televison—people such as John Hope and Bob Ryan will not have to worry
about being sent off to the redundant, old newsboys home.

Instead, viewers will click a button on a screen and cdl up the latest on the storm presented by John
or Bob or another westhercaster that they have grown to trust. The picture will be as good, or
better, than today’s TV picture. The weathercasters will use their professonal meteorologicd and
communications kills to hep viewers to decide what, if anything, to do about the sorm. The
human face and voice, especidly when the human knows what he or she is taking about, can
communicate much more than words on a screen can.

Viewers would click another button to find information such as the latest, detailed wind, surge, and
freshwater flooding forecast from the Nationd Weether Service—maybe enhanced by the Web ste
or its weather provider to make it easer to understand. It should be an accurate reflection of what
the Nationd Hurricane Center is saying. Another button would take viewers to the regularly
updated Web dte of the loca emergency management office.  Here they would find information
such as detailed maps of areas the storm is threatening, showing what areas should be evacuated and
which are safe for those above the likey surge or freshwater flood zone and who are dso in a
hurricane-resstant building.



The emergency management Web ste would show the latest information on evacuation routes and
how long they are likely to stay open, maybe even which sarvice dations are ill open with power
to pump gas. After a sorm hits and moves on, viewers should be able to go to the Web to find
accurate and detalled information on what damage was done to various aress, including information
on when it will be safe to return to evacuated areas and what has happened to hotels, motels, and
other tourigt facilitiesin the areas the sorm hit.

As we tak about the media today with modly televison in mind, we should be thinking about how
what we say would apply to the Web that is on the way. Our suggestions should gpply to the Web
that we have today and to other news media, including the press.

Here are some comments on the media issues listed with the “Primary Focus Questions’ those of us
taking part in the media panel were asked to address.

1. How can hurricane forecasts and associated warnings be presented to the public in a
responsible manner, thereby avoiding the “hype’ problem?

One problem faced by al news media is that even accurate reporting often turns out to seem like
hype dafter a sorm hits and the damage is assessed.  With Hoyd, for ingtance, the sorm was
accuratdy reported as having 150 mph winds when it was east of the Bahamas. By the time it hit
North Carolina it had weakened to a Category-2 storm. Until soon before hitting land, however,
Floyd was a Category-3 storm and was accurately described as such. Floyd's actual effects did not
jibe with the way the sorm had been described during a good part of its life. At the time they were
made, however, the descriptions were accurate, yet the result was a feding by many people dong
the coast that the storm had been hyped.

The solution to this problem may be to remind viewers and readers as we are reporting on a
Category-4 hurricane at sea that storms often weaken before hitting land. There is an obvious
tightrope to be walked here. You want people to be dert and ready to take appropriate actions, yet
you do not want them to fed like they have been victims of hype after the sorm hits without
causing Andrew-like damage or bringing a Camille-like surge to wide aress.

The news media could aso grive to make it clear that even if a hurricane hits land as a Category-3
or -4 gorm, only a relaivey smal pat of the area affected will experience the winds that make a
storm a Category 3 or 4. Viewers and readers could be told that while not everyone is going to
experience the sorm’s worg, it is not possble to say ahead of time exactly where the eye wal with
its srongest winds will hit.

We can wonder, however, how effective atempts to communicate such rdatively subtle points will
be when we know that our audiences include many people who do not know the difference between
a tornado and a hurricane. Does the need to communicate the fact to these people that hurricanes
are huge sorms conflict with saying these huge sorms are not uniformly producing winds at the
gpeed we use to rate the storm?

In eemalls sent to many of us taking part in these discussons, Bob Sheets stressed that too many
people are being evacuated from storms. Hoyd certainly made that point. | will not try to get into
the forecasting and emergency management aspects of Bob's comments, because | am sure tha they
will be addressed by other panels. Bob does raise an important point for the news media to
condder:  how can we hdp make the point that even in the city or county in which a strong
hurricane is going to hit, everyone does not need to evacuate? Those who evacuate without needing
to could fed like they were victims of media hype.



On the other hand, how does the mass media convey rather subtle ideas (for those who do not
understand hurricanes) such as the sorm surge will be much weaker to the Ieft of the eye than to the
right? This is one area where the Web could be a powerful communication tool. Commercid Web
stes, working with the Nationa Hurricane Center and emergency management offices, could come
up with ways to post somewhat detailed maps showing the actua surge threet to the different parts
of an area being threatened.

In the early 1980s, the Nationd Hurricane Center began using probabilities to characterize more
accurately the danger that a particular storm represents to specific parts of the coast. For people
who understand probabilities and how to use them to make cecisons, this is a red advance. Wise
use of probabilities should be a good way to lower the hype factor in our reporting of storms, and |
know many wesathercasters and reporters try to use them that way. Still we can wonder how
effective probabilities are as a communications tool. How well does a big pat of our audiences
understand probabilities? | recall reading about a recent survey that found a good many people see
lottery tickets as the only way to guarantee retirement income.

In the find andysis, the best hope for reducing hype in stories about hurricanes and other kinds of
news will be a redization by the news media that a reputation as a reliable source of news has a
bigger payoff than a reputation for hype. | think those of us in the weather media, as well as
meteorologists, emergency managers, and others who are concerned about this issue, should be
quick to criticize hype in hurricane coverage when we see it.  Televison critics do this from time to
time, but their criticism can often be ignored because it is often uninformed.

2. How can the media avoid conveying conflicting information about hurricane predictions
and response strategies?

| am curious about just how much of a problem this is and | hope to hear of some cases that
illugrate it. Because | have had no persona experience with the problem—even as a media
consumer—what | have to say istheoretica.

The firg line of defense againg the media conveying conflicting information is to ensure the media
receve officid forecasts and emergency management information in a form that is easy to
undersand. In my experience, the Nationd Hurricane Center is the leader among governmenta
meteorologica services around the world in making information avalable to the public.  The
Center’s tradition of engaging the public goes back to Grady Norton in the 1940s, and, from what |
have seen, each director since then has kept the tradition dive.

Other agencies could follow the Hurricane Center’'s example. Our discusson is mostly about
Atlantic Basin hurricanes. Working on the Web has made me aware of the needs of people in other
pats of the world for reliable, understandable information about tropica cyclones. We have
received e-mal from U.S. military families around the western Pecific who were desperate for some
information about a typhoon they had heard about, and we have received e-mal from people in
Audrdia and South Africa who wanted information about cyclones they had heard about. | do not
think anything we sy here is likdy to affect the Audrdian and South African meteorologica
sarvices, but maybe we could get word to the U.S. Joint Typhoon Warning Center that it needs to
improve its presentation of typhoon information on the Web, following the leed of the Nationd
Hurricane Center.



| have little direct experience dedling with emergency management agencies because adl of my work
on hurricanes has been with USA TODAY, which as a nationa newspaper does not try to cover any
location in detail. Obvioudy, each emergency management office should drive to ensure the news
media in its area has the information needed for prestorm education. Emergency managers should
aso work with local media to ensure the public receives authoritative information during sorms.

Although USA TODAY is a nationd news medium, we have been linking to locd emergency
management offices and locd NWS offices during hurricanes to add to the information available to
our readers.  We have found that some sate and loca emergency management Web Stes are
treasure troves of useful, up-to-the-minute information. Other agency Web dtes are merdy online
brochures that show us how handsome the director is and what grest things the agency is planning
to do. Imagine how disgppointed residents are when they go to their state's or county’s Web stes
during a sorm such as Floyd and find it was last updated a month before. We find loca NWS
offices are generdly good sources of information, but because each NWS office is following its
own Web desgn dar, finding the informaion you want as you go from dte to dte is often a
chdlenge. The NWS should standardize the design of local Web sites, making sure al offices post
certain kinds of information.

The firg sep any news medium should take to ensure reiable hurricane information is to have
competent reporters who have prepared themselves to cover a sorm that threatens their community.
Reporters should know where to go for authoritative information and should have made
arrangements for obtaining information during the chaos of a storm.

Even though many might wish otherwise, the Frst Amendment probably does not dlow
governments a any level to make rules that would hold the news media to a certan levd of
competence. In other words, freedom of speech includes the freedom to make a fool of yoursdf and
to midead readers and viewers.

However, in a few meetings, | have heard Bryan Norcross, who | believe is now with Channd 4 in
Miami, propose that in order to stay on the ar during an emergency, a broadcast station would have
to show that it was competent to cover the emergency. | am relying on my memory of what | have
heard Bryan say; | do not know the details. He does raise an interesting point. How far should a
broadcast station, which is licensed to use certain frequencies, be required to go to serve the public?
| am very interested in what those who know much more than | do about broadcasting have to say
about this.

3. What policies are needed to ensure that official public forecasts are used by the media
during weather emergencies without unduly redricting the full flow of information from
private sour ces, that is, to resolve public—private prediction issues?

Agan, | have heard of conflicts between officid hurricane forecasts and those from private sources,
but | do not know enough about any of the particular cases to tak about them. This question, like
the one above, raises Firs Amendment issues. However, even if we did not have the First
Amendment, we could ask whether we would want to restrict who could release forecasts about
hurricanes.

Why would we want to let anyone make hurricane forecasts? Many of you have probably read
Isaac’s Sorm by Erik Larson. The book is the story of Isaac Cline, who was in charge of the
Wesather Bureau office in Galveston when the 1900 hurricane killed more than 8,000 people. Part
of the gory is tha Cline and others in the Weather Bureau did not know as much about hurricanes
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and storm surge as they thought they did. The part that is relevant to our discusson here is how the
Wesather Bureau in 1900 ensured that forecasts and other information about the storm by Cuban
meteorologists would not be sent out on the tdegraph lines. The Weather Bureau “knew” tha the
sorm would recurve after hitting the Florida Keys and presented no danger to the Texas Coast. The
Cubans, usng methods pioneered by Father Vines, had a clearer idea of where the ssorm would be
likely to go. Even if the Cuban forecasts had been alowed to go out, it probably would have made
no difference in 1900. Stll, we could wonder: what if a newspaper in Gaveston had picked up the
sory that Cuban meteorologists were saying a hurricane could be headed toward Texas? Would
this have made people in Galveston more aware of wha might be going on when the large waves
darted crashing ashore? Would more of them have crowded on the trains to the mainland before
the sorm cut the rail line? We will never know. We do know, however, that the government is not
the font of dl knowledge. From time to time the freedom for anyone to tell a government agency it
is al wet pays off. | have no fears about the current Nationa Hurricane Center dipping into a state
like that of the Weather Bureau in 1900. However, who knows what will happen in the future?

If we want to keep freedom of speech for those who disagree with the National Hurricane Center,
what do we do when a forecast goes wrong and either causes an unneeded evacuation or, even
worse, encourages people to stay put in a place that ends up under 15 feet of sorm surge?

Those who think the forecaster did something wrong should yell and scream and cdl the media in to
describe what happened, naming names and giving times, dates, and detaills. Names are necessary.
Taking about the problem in abstract terms as we are here would put any news director or editor to
deep. Has a director of the National Hurricane Center or the head of the NWS ever cdled a press
conference to say that a particular private forecaster or forecasting firm confused the public by
issuing a forecast that caused an unneeded evacuation? Has an article about such a forecast, which
names names, been published in an AMS journd? | do not recal any such cases, but maybe it has
happened. Does a fear of being sued keep people from spesking out? American libe laws are
extremely libera in comparison with those in naions such as the United Kingdom. In gened, the
truth is a defense againg libd in this country. Anyone who takes care to get the facts and writes
only the facts should be on solid ground. Some, maybe many, lawyers would advise you not to
publish something that could lead to a lawsuit. Good libd lawyers, such as those & my company,
take the attitude that their business is to help editors work out the best way to publish important
sories that the lawvyers will be able to defend againg libd suits.  If conflicting forecasts are a big
problem, | think the only way to address it is with vigorous criticism of those responsible, including
hard facts about the consequences of the conflicting forecast and the names of those responsible.

In summary, the meteorologica and emergency management communities can hep to ensure better,
lower-hype, reporting about hurricanes by supplying easy-to-use, accurate, and up-to-the-minute
information. Using the Web will help not only commercid news Web dtes  Today, traditiond
media such as televison and newspapers rely on the Web as a research tool. As the Web becomes a
more and more important source of information, forecasters and emergency managers should be
looking for better ways to use it. Forecasters and emergency managers should aso not fear
spesking out when any news medium makes their jobs harder with hype or conflicting information.



