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INTRODUCTION

The news media are playing increasingly important roles as dissemina-
tors of vital information about risks, hazards and disaster preparedness. But
an ethical question has emerged about whether journalists should join
emergency planning groups, or only report on them from outside the
meeting rooms in the interest of objectivity? Environmental threats may
help set the stage for new theory of media roles in policy and planning. This
paper will address perceptions of appropriate roles for journalists in one
type of emergency preparedness organization—the Local Emergency Plan-
ning Committees (LEPCs) organized by mandate of the Superfund legisla-
tion of 1986.

There is no agreement about just how the mass media do fit in—or ought
to fit in—with emergency management and planning. Some observers argue
that the media have built-in organizational, competitive and institutional
biases which prevent them from effectively undertaking the role of inform-
ing citizens about hazards (Winsten 1985). Yet the fact remains that,
regardless of such reservations about their ability to play the role effectively,
the media do carry considerable information about some hazards and risks
to most people (McCallum and Hammond 1990). Some writers have gone
further and argued a normative position that the media should be the vehicle
to provide such information (Winsten 1985; Elliot 1988). But no one has
yet seriously addressed the question of whether the news media are predis-
posed to (a) become part of organized efforts for emergency management,
(b) remain wholly on the outside, or (c) occupy a limited partnership role







