FROM THE PRNDG [Public Radio News Director Guide]

How To: Establish a Crisis Coverage Plan

All radio newsrooms should prepare for how they will work during an emergency.  

Radio is crucial to the public welfare during a crisis and you'll need an all-out effort to provide timely, accurate information and assistance.  As a news department, your response will either greatly increase or greatly decrease your audience's opinion of you at this critical moment.

Disaster planning does not have to anticipate all possible scenarios.  In fact, it can't and needs to remain flexible.  But it can anticipate levels of response and set basic procedures for each level. 

Here are some simple steps to prepare your crisis coverage plan:

1. Appoint or hire someone to head up the effort. Provide adequate time, support and resources to get the plan done.  Structure deadlines for this work as though a crisis may be headed your way.  

2.  Hold team meetings necessary to coordinate information, strategies and tactics. Think broadly about personnel who can inform the effort or help carry it out. This includes representatives from departments outside the newsroom; from web and engineering support to those who will answer the phones during a crisis. Everyone will need to be on the same page.

3. Write the plan and introduce it to the entire station.  Allow for discussion and possible modifications.

4. Use the plan.  When there is an emergency, apply the plan as best you can.

5.  Revisit the plan.  Do so as soon after an emergency as you can.  If you've had no disasters, revisit the plan at least once a year anyway.  Chances are you'll be able to improve during a review.

So what goes into a crisis coverage plan?  Here are some of the basics.  Consider devoting a page or section to each.

· Mission.  Declare your service intentions and their underlying values for times of crisis.  This helps make clear why you're doing this.

· Response Levels.  Use this 5-tier system but define for yourself what constitutes each level and how you'll respond accordingly.

1 -is the lowest level and can be managed using normal format

2 -requires a heightened response while mostly staying in format

3 -is a medium-high disaster response and breaks format as necessary

4 -is a high level response but limited in its duration

5 -is the highest level response and is on-going. 

· Command Structure. Decide in advance who is in charge during a crisis, and what other command roles are necessary for decision making.  Think about how the plan may connect with city or county disaster preparedness efforts.  

· Programming Procedures. Decide in advance who may be where and doing what to deliver news programming in a crisis.  Account for on-air and on-line. The higher the crisis level, the more challenging the response will be.  Level 5 may require hours of non-stop coverage.  Consider media sharing opportunities and network relations.

· Operations & Infrastructure: Review your information systems, your communications, your back-up power and transmission facilities.  Decide in advance what roles are necessary to support field and studio programming efforts.  Discuss roles for all station personnel should a level 4 or 5 crisis require an entire chain of activity.  

· Plan Practice & Upkeep:  Assign a “keeper of the plan” and articulate the process you'll use to revisit the plan or practice it.  

 You'll scale your disaster plan to your station and market...  but the bigger the disaster, the bigger the challenge no matter your resource complement.  Some stations may plan to partner with other stations during the high level crises.

As most recent disasters have proven, radio is still a vital information source.  However, new digital technologies provide new crisis communication opportunities.  (For example: Google Maps, Twitter, Flickr.)  Stations should plan to use these in a disaster.
