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3.1 The Role of Media in Disaster Risk Reduction

it comes to communicating important 
information as well as opportunities to 
strengthen the relationship between 
the audience and the media.

In Canada, the media landscape is 
incredibly diverse. Canadian media 
contains both regional and domestic 
coverage. Canada has several major 
national newspapers (print and 
digital) as well as several national 
television and radio networks. In 
addition, there are hundreds of local 
digital publications that service a 
hyper-local audience. The linguistic 
policies of the Broadcasting Act are 
followed. 

For British Columbians, access to 
this content is channeled through 
television, radio, print, digital, 
social media, streaming services 
and apps. Through experience, 
market research, and a two-way 
conversation with audiences, the 
media understands how Canadians 
are accessing and consuming news. 
While market research continues 
to show accelerated trends in 
audiences moving towards digital and 
on-demand services to obtain their 
news, the core service of media in 
communicating risk, no matter the 
platform, remains stronger than ever.

In the context of disaster and climate 
risk management, the media can 
be thought of as a clearing agency 
for information. The media relays 
information from experts and 
government officials and delivers it 
out to the public before, during, and 
after a disaster (Figure 1). Canadian 
media is far-reaching, with the 
ability to connect with most of the 

ABOUT THE 
MEDIA 

OVERVIEW

The Canadian media plays an 
integral role in the resilience of 
British Columbians. At its very 
core, the media is the collection of 
communication outlets and tools used 
to deliver information to the public, 
delivering programming content that 
reflects an audience’s interests and 
needs. Canada receives top marks 
for prioritizing freedom of expression 
and the press, which means we are 
steps ahead of many other countries 
around the world when it comes to 
the relationship between the public 
and the media. The organization 
Reporters Without Borders compiles 
an annual ranking of countries based 
upon the organization’s assessment 
of their Press Freedom Index. In 
2021, Canada ranked 14 out of 
180.1 The Government of Canada 
recognizes that “people need free 
media to provide them with accurate 
information and informed analysis 
to hold governments to account.”2 
This has been more vital than ever in 
recent years following the COVID-19 
pandemic and back-to-back weather 
disasters in BC in 2021. However, 
there are still hurdles and gaps when 
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More specifically, the role of media is 
outlined in paragraph 36(d): “Media 
to take an active and inclusive role at 
the local, national, regional and global 
levels in contributing to the raising of 
public awareness and understanding 
and disseminate accurate and 
non-sensitive disaster risk, hazard 
and disaster information, including 
on small-scale disasters, in a simple, 
transparent, easy-to-understand 
and accessible manner, in close 
cooperation with national authorities; 
adopt specific disaster risk reduction 
communications policies; support, as 
appropriate, early warning systems 
and life-saving protective measures; 
and stimulate a culture of prevention 
and strong community involvement in 
sustained public education campaigns 
and public consultations at all levels 
of society, in accordance with national 
practices.”4

UNDERSTANDING 
AND REDUCING 
RISK 

For decades, the media has helped 
deliver the message of public safety 
during an unfolding crisis. But the 
format is constantly changing—from 
waiting by the radio for breaking 
bulletins, tuning into the six o’clock 
evening news for updates or opening 
the morning newspaper for details 
of impact to our current landscape, 
to getting push notifications of alerts 
on our smart phones and checking 
twitter for live updates. Journalism 
across platforms and agencies has 
helped to connect the message from 
experts and decision makers to the 

Organizations independently advise 
media of new risk information, and the 
media will independently “check in” 
with various organizations as pertains 
to news “hooks” or special projects. 
Our aim overall is to inform the public 
of immediate disaster risk, public 
safety information on how to navigate 
an unfolding crisis, the potential for 
risk in the future, accountability after 
a disaster, and what initiatives are in 
the works. 

ALIGNMENT WITH 
THE SENDAI 
FRAMEWORK 

Media is one of the stakeholder 
groups mentioned in the Sendai 
Framework with an important role 
as “enabler in providing support to 
States, in accordance with national 
policies, laws and regulations, in 
the implementation of the present 
Framework at local, national, regional 
and global levels. Their commitment, 
goodwill, knowledge, experience and 
resources will be required.”3

population either directly or indirectly 
through word of mouth and social 
media sharing capabilities. This holds 
enormous weight in getting a message 
of resilience to the public. 

The Government of 
Canada recognizes 
that “people need 
free media to provide 
them with accurate 
information and 
informed analysis to 
hold governments 
to account.”  This 
has been more vital 
than ever in recent 
years following the 
COVID-19 pandemic 
and back-to-back 
weather disasters in 
BC in 2021.

Figure 1: Reporter in the field (Photo: Johanna Wagstaffe, CBC) .
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ROLE IN DIFFERENT 
STAGES OF DISASTER 
RISK REDUCTION

Media plays a role in every stage 
of disaster and climate risk 
management and uses different 
approaches and tools to deliver 
the intended information.  

Figure 3 is from a BBC Media Action 
Insight report in 2021 that sums up 
the role and tools of media across our 
Canadian landscape. 7

RISK MITIGATION

Journalists can help break down 
complex ideas when it comes to 
understanding both risk information 
and risk management measures. 
This applies to scientific studies, 
making sure the ideas about how new 
information from studies may apply to 
individuals, as well as to finding ways 
to spark discussion and feedback from 
the public about this information. 
The media can help provide a 
platform for the work of universities 
and institutions when it comes to 
furthering our understanding of 
personal risk, and it can share safety 
recommendations, initiatives and 
incentives from government officials 
when it comes to application.8 

The media can also invoke change. 
By sharing stories of individuals who 
have taken ownership of personal 
resilience, or who have put the 
pressure on for change from above, 
media can help to create a shift in the 
perspective of the masses. Inspiration 
is a powerful tool. 

chaotic situation, so that it can assess 
the impact and potential danger. We 
will sometimes receive conflicting 
information from credible sources. 
We may choose to report this, 
making clear the circumstances of the 
situation and citing the sources while 
we work to reconcile the information 
in light of the reality on the ground.”5 
 
The role of the data journalist is 
becoming more and more prominent 
in newsrooms—an important note 
to share with those compiling raw 
data, that the media is becoming 
more interested in source material. 
With access to information requests 
available to the public, newsrooms 
are dedicating more time to sifting 
through data and providing relevant 
analysis. Figure 2 is an example of 
journalists using publicly available 
data to find trends in urban sprawl in 
Canadian cities and create original 
visualizations to tell the story.6 

public which, in turn, has helped make 
our communities more resilient. 

It is the mandate of the media to 
provide relevant information to 
the public. Increasingly, individual 
newsrooms are making the awareness 
of risk, particularly as it is connected 
to climate change, a part of the 
coverage. A lot of this shift has come 
audience pressure as communities 
are increasingly impacting by extreme 
weather. 

Individual newsrooms adhere to 
their own codes of conduct. The 
CBC’s Journalistic Standards and 
Practices, for example, is available 
to the public and contains guidance 
on how to conduct fair journalism 
through disaster: “When a natural 
disaster strikes, we provide useful 
information and context, especially 
for those most directly affected. 
The information we provide helps 
the audience understand a fluid and 

Figure 2: Journalists are visualizing data to tell a story about urban sprawl and climate change 
(Photo capture from work by Naël Shiab and Isabelle Bouchard).
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Figure 3: How media can help enable positive shifts to protect the environment and address climate change (Graphic: BBC).

Figure 4 is an artist’s illustration 
showing how an earthquake could 
devastate a Vancouver elementary 
school. The image was created 
when UBC seismic engineers and 
psychologists wanted to test whether 

the image would be more effective 
than statistics for communicating 
earthquake risk. Their study 
demonstrated that people who viewed 
the image were more likely to sign a 
petition to fast-track seismic upgrades 
(77.3% compared to 68.0%) than 

people who only saw statistics.9 The 
image and story were published by 
UBC News and further picked up by 
other news outlets. 
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forums, debates, town halls, and 
live question-and-answer sessions 
(Q&As) to allow the public to hear 
firsthand what is happening. This 
format has been very effective during 
the ongoing pandemic. For example, 
CBC Rundown10 offers a live Q&A 
every night, taking viewers’ questions, 
and CBC Vancouver ran a Q&A about 
the wildfire smoke from the 2021 fire 
season.11

RECOVERY/BUILD-BACK-
BETTER

Ongoing access to information on the 
state of infrastructure and updates 
from officials on the timing and plans 
of recovery are part of the news 
reporting that will help communities 

or Twitter alerts for accounts like  
@EmergencyInfoBC.

During a crisis, such as a tsunami, 
earthquake, wildfire, flood, or cyclone, 
where time is of the essence, the 
media has the ability to break into 
programming on all platforms to 
provide life-saving information—such 
as who is under the warning, the 
timing of events, what to do, when 
danger has passed, and where to 
go for more information. Most 
smartphone users will also receive 
automatic push notifications for 
breaking news events. 

This is also when the media can 
directly connect experts and 
scientists to the public—offering 

EMERGENCY 
PREPAREDNESS AND 
RESPONSE

Arguably, the media has historically 
been most imperative during an 
unfolding crisis. Before the full roll-out 
of the National Public Alerting System 
to wireless service providers, media 
was the primary form of accessing 
life-saving information. Other 
methods of information dissemination 
are far and few between but include, 
in addition to word of mouth, 
emergency response crews going 
door-to-door with information, or 
individuals taking the initiative to 
set up alert systems provided by 
individual agencies (Environment and 
Climate Change Canada, for example) 

Figure 4: Artist illustration of potential earthquake damage at an elementary school in Vancouver (Photo/illustration: UBC News).
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example, sent an embargoed copy 
of their post, “Severe Weather in 
2021 Caused $2.1 Billion in Insured 
Damage,”15 a week ahead of time 
so that journalists could set up 
interviews and plan for stories. 

In-depth project: This is an 
investigation into a particular topic 
as part of a series or documentary 
or enterprise journalism. The CBC 
Vancouver Faultline podcast16 would 
be considered an in-depth project, on 
a topic not necessarily connected to 
a news hook of the day. Newspaper 
features can also be in-depth projects, 
such as the 2016 Vancouver Sun 
piece that reported how Vancouver’s 
poorest residents are living in 
buildings at risk in an earthquake.17 

Small events that remind, refresh 
audience of overall risk and strategy: 
A small, non-damaging local 
earthquake or a large earthquake 
somewhere else in the world can be 
used by media to update the audience 
on our current seismic hazards and 
preparations. For example, The 
Weather Network reported the small 
earthquake felt on Vancouver Island 
on December 17, 2021, and within 
the story are reminders of the greater 
risks to the region.18

Stories from the community: 
Journalists who share stories of the 
trials, triumphs, personal battles, and 
grassroots initiatives that involve risk 
and resilience will also share the facts 
of the bigger picture. Such an example 
are the personal stories of resilience 
and farmers banding together after 
floods in Sumas Prairie in the fall of 
2021, as reported by Global News.19 

shared in multiple places is one from 
the University of Northern British 
Columbia, letting media know of 
funding for new weather stations 
to monitor extreme weather in the 
province; this news release was 
posted on UNBC’s website and was 
also sent directly to our newsroom 
inbox.12 

Scheduled media briefings: These 
are pre-organized events where 
experts, researchers, officials, and 
decision makers share information 
in a live event, allowing cameras and 
journalists to engage in a question 
period after the event. An example 
of this are the live press briefings 
regarding where the BC government 
shares updates to COVID-19 
regulations.13 

Access to events: Invitations to 
journalists to participate in or view 
training exercises or simulations. 
Examples of such events include 
Heavy Urban Search and Rescue 
(HUSAR) Task Force training, seismic 
simulation laboratories, and avalanche 
testing. One such event in 2020 
(reported by CTV News) where media 
were invited to watch involved local 
first responders and the Canadian 
Armed Forces conducting training 
exercises for heavy urban rescue.14

Planned releases under embargo: 
Advance research is sometimes 
given to the newsroom ahead of a 
publication or announcement so that 
the newsroom can prepare a story in 
advance. This approach often leads 
to higher-quality journalism and 
wider platform release and interest. 
The Insurance Bureau of Canada, for 

recover with resilience. Media can 
provide information on resources 
and processes for accessing support 
during the recovery phase. This is 
also where journalists hold those in 
power accountable by assessing how 
effective the flow of information was, 
the transparency of decision making, 
how much and where recovery money 
will be going—essentially by asking 
the “tough questions” to all levels of 
government.

AVAILABLE TOOLS

The media has the following tools 
available for communication flow:

Breaking news: Communication 
during a crisis is what many 
media organizations do best. The 
media has the ability to break into 
regularly scheduled television 
programming with warnings (tornado 
warnings during a non-news 
show, for example), issue alerts on 
smartphones about breaking news, 
turn website landing pages into 
breaking-news information hubs, and 
create radio specials in the moment. 
 
News releases: Communications 
teams for various bodies that have 
newsroom contacts send news 
releases to newsrooms. Comms 
teams also contribute to a landing 
page on a publicly available webpage 
where the same releases all get 
posted. The social media presence 
of these bodies—university research 
units and think tanks, government 
departments, BC Avalanche, many 
others—also falls under this category. 
A recent example of a news release 
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•	 Take down paywalls during a 
disaster (e.g., during the first year 
of the pandemic, CBC offered its 
streaming services for free).

RECOMMENDATIONS

Additionally, there is opportunity 
to address existing challenges 
by applying the following 
recommendations:

1. HIghlighting communities that 
are resilient. When disaster 
strikes, accountability to 
communities and individuals who 
have suffered is often the main 
priority, which means focusing on 
what hasn’t or still needs to be 
done when it comes to resilience. 
Positive news stories are harder 
to find outside the realm of 
personal resilience. Reframing 
the narrative during and after 
high-risk events can help with this. 
For example, during major flood 
events where some communities 
are hit very hard, finding stories 
of communities that recently 
undertook retrofits, upgrades 
or entire projects (like dikes) to 
protect against this kind of event 
would help to show the tangible 
side to preparation. This is exactly 
the kind of story that could inspire 
change in other communities. 

Recommendation: Work with an 
expert who can help find these 
stories. It may be hard to know 
whether an area would have 
experienced a more significant 
impact from an event like an 
earthquake, flood or heat wave 
without an expert with “forensic 

OPPORTUNITY 

For all phases of risk reduction and 
resilience, the media has the ability to:

•	 Quickly deliver critical information 
to large audiences over multiple 
platforms.

•	 Provide critical information to the 
public about resource services 
during a crisis (e.g., information 
about mandatory evacuations 
during wildfires and where to 
follow for updates).

•	 Increase public awareness 
about disruptions to daily life 
(e.g., alert the public of changes 
to infrastructure following the 
November 2021 floods).

•	 Reassure and calm the general 
population; encourage calm under 
times of great stress (e.g., during 
the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic).

GAPS 

The media landscape and the way 
the public is consuming news is 
constantly changing, so journalists 
and media platforms must stay agile. 
Journalists have a responsibility to 
stay informed about emergency 
procedures as well as the latest risks 
to our communities, and to navigate 
the best way to get information to 
the public. The media also needs an 
open line of communication to all 
those involved in risk reduction and 
resilience, especially as messaging 
and information changes. However, 
as much as the way people are 
consuming news is changing, the 
core mission of providing facts to the 
public is even more important in the 
age of misinformation. 

There is no overarching protocol 
for the media on how to respond to 
disaster, at any stage. The media 
has journalistic guidelines—at both 
federal and agency levels—but 
there is no specific protocol to be 
followed by all agencies. However, 
individual newsrooms have extensive 
emergency response protocols, 
which rely heavily on a list of existing 
of contacts. These include readily 
available and predetermined experts 
and officials who can be contacted 
during breaking news. Developing 
these relationships ahead of time 
is key. Often these protocols are 
created following an event. The 2021 
Haida Gwaii earthquake, for example, 
initiated a detailed contacts document 
and procedure for the CBC Vancouver 
newsroom.

There is no 
overarching protocol 
for the media on 
how to respond 
to disaster, at any 
stage. The media 
has journalistic 
guidelines—at both 
federal and agency 
levels—but there is 
no specific protocol 
to be followed by all 
agencies. 
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the story immediately has higher 
engagement and is easier to 
share across platforms. Especially 
when journalists are working to 
a deadline. Visuals have to be 
simple, so that organizations 
do not have to reproduce them 
in-house. These should be easy 
for the media to share and point 
people to. Reproducing slides 
from the COVID-19 briefings, 
for example, has been very time 
consuming. Simple is best for mass 
public consumption. 

Researchers can assist media by 
providing stills and video of actual 
people doing the work they are 
wanting to share. Again, offering 
additional visual or audio elements 
makes a story so much easier and 
more engaging to produce across 
platforms.

4. Having more journalists with 
expertise. While the topic of 
risk and resilience stretch across 
a broad range of content units 
(politics, community, business), 
reporters have historically not 
been assigned to this topic as 
a beat. Having insider contacts 
and relationships in the way 
that Capitol Hill reporters do, 
for example, would help drive 
the story with the same level of 
importance as other beats. 

Recommendation: More beat 
reports and/or regular experts. 
The pandemic is a great example 
of a situation where several 
high-profile epidemiologists were 
a regular part of programming. 
This built trust between the 

collaboration (pooling resources) 
does sometimes happen between 
competing agencies during times 
of need. For example, CBC and 
Global share video during some 
breaking events.

3. Staying focused on public safety. 
Press briefings with a Q&A period 
with reporters during an unfolding 
crisis are critical in helping to 
distill information to the public. 
Sometimes reporters may appear 
aggressive and adversarial, 
while experts and politicians can 
seem hesitant to share the full 
picture (perhaps for fear of being 
misquoted) and unwilling to stray 
from key messages. A note that 
this scenario is the minority; the 
majority show a very positive 
working relationship between the 
two sides. 

Recommendation: Train briefing 
staff from other agencies. 
Knowing that both sides are trying 
to get information, perhaps there is 
a chance to expand on basic media 
training with an understanding of 
what makes a briefing effective 
for newsrooms. Formal media 
training does exist, but there is 
an opportunity at the beginning 
of each “season” for all parties to 
meet and be reminded of the risks 
for the season ahead and what 
each party wants to get out of 
future briefings.

When presenters have pre-
produced “simple” slides and 
graphics of the information they 
are trying to convey, either during 
media briefings or press releases, 

expertise.” Pairing such experts 
with newsrooms would really help 
to be able to tell stories of success 
and resilience.

2. Planning for telecommunication 
resilience and redundancy. 
The majority of media 
organizations rely on large 
technological infrastructure 
(telecommunications) to 
remain in place. Most news 
organizations have contingency 
plans to outsource outside of 
the province but this should be 
regularly reviewed and updated. 
For example, during a major 
seismic event in Vancouver, 
broadcasting will revert to Toronto, 
with collaboration with ham radio 
operators. Most of the time, such 
plans only get reviewed following a 
disaster.

In an emergency, major news 
organizations know where they 
are in the priority sequence 
of getting infrastructure back 
online. All news organizations, 
especially those that have come 
to provide regular updates and 
that a portion of the public might 
rely on during a disaster, need 
to have a contingency plan and 
must coordinate with emergency 
officials. 

Recommendation: Set up cross-
media collaboration. Perhaps 
during urgent times, social media 
accounts, landing pages, radio 
spots and other platforms could 
be temporarily taken over by 
other organizations. Currently, 
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has not been enough and we need 
collaboration at all levels to find 
solutions; a multidisciplinary town hall 
could be a good first step.

experts and the audience. As well, 
these experts have become an 
invaluable resource behind the 
scenes for verification, thoughts, 
and guidance on the science and 
policy. The same system could 
work well for resilience experts and 
scientists. 

Newsrooms could hold public town 
halls to help connect agencies 
and information and answer 
questions or engage with the 
public. Newsroom website landing 
pages could help direct the public 
to the direct sources of information 
they are looking for (i.e., a place 
on a media platform where the 
Resilience Pathways report can 
live). 

THE CHALLENGE 

Getting information to the most 
vulnerable members of the 
community is the most challenging 
aspect of media’s role in disaster risk 
reduction. Often the most vulnerable 
are also those most greatly affected 
by disaster and have the least access 
to a platform where their voices can 
be heard. During the 2021 heat dome, 
for example, most of the heat-related 
deaths were older people living alone, 
and people living in low-income 
housing. This is also the audience that 
is most difficult to reach and impact.

Having a multi-disciplinary approach 
with the shared goal of reaching the 
most vulnerable would sharpen the 
message for all those consuming 
news. At this point, telling our 
audience to “check in on neighbours” 

Getting information 
to the most 
vulnerable members 
of the community is 
the most challenging 
aspect of media’s 
role in disaster risk 
reduction. Often 
the most vulnerable 
are also those most 
greatly affected by 
disaster and have 
the least access to a 
platform where their 
voices can be heard. 
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1. How to work with media to communicate effectively during an emergency:

“The Media’s Role in a Crisis, Disaster, or Emergency.” Centres for Disease 
Control and Prevention. Accessed May 4, 2022. https://emergency.cdc.
gov/cerc/cerccorner/article_031517.asp.
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most affected. 2021. https://downloads.bbc.co.uk/mediaaction/pdf/climate-
policy-note-2021.pdf.

3. The role of media in disaster management and recommendations for fulfilling 
that role (India):

Dave, R. K. “Role of Media in Disaster Management.” National Disaster 
Management Authority, Government of India. http://osou.ac.in/
eresources/role-of-media-in-disaster-management.pdf.
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