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Should You Talk To The Press?
We live in a modern society where the news media in all of its various forms, television, radio, cable television and print, is usually on the scene of most emergency situations in no time at all.  As emergency communicators, it is very likely that we will eventually cross paths with a news media representative.

 Tonight’s training topic will address the question, then, should you talk to the press?
“In any emergency situation, the press will be hunting for any tidbit of information they can get, and they may not care where they get it.  One place they should never get information regarding the served agency or its efforts is from you.  Politely refer all such inquiries to the served agency’s public spokesperson.  If you offer such information just to be helpful, because you enjoy being in the spotlight, or to get some publicity for yourself or your emcomm group, the served agency would be well within its rights to ask you to leave.
Some emcomm organizations also have their own spokesperson.  In ARES, this person is called the Public Information Officer (PIO) – other organizations may use a different job title.  Their job is to handle press inquiries so that radio operators can do their jobs without interruption.  In most cases, they would only answer questions about the amateur radio group’s efforts, and not those of the served agency.

If a reporter just will not leave you alone, you might feel obligated to say something so they will go away.  In this case, the only thing you should discuss is your part of the emergency communication effort, but only if you are part of a separate emcomm group such as ARES, and only if that organization’s policy permits it.  If they are impeding your ability to do your job, briefly explain this to the reporter and politely but firmly direct them to the PIO or an emcomm management person.

Regardless of the situation, it is always a good policy to know in advance how your organization or served agency would like you to deal with press inquiries.  If your emcomm organization does not have a press policy, you might suggest that one be developed.  This will help prevent misunderstandings and hard feelings later.1”
As amateur radio operators committed to volunteering our skills, equipment and knowledge during a communication emergency, we need to remember that our mission is to provide emergency communications. Never allow that mission to be compromised by the actions of the news media.
1 American Radio Relay League Amateur Radio Emergency Communications Course, An Introduction to Voluntary Emergency Communication Service, Level I, 3rd Edition, Learning Unit 1, Introduction to Emergency Communication
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