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Hurricane. Fire. Flood. No matter the disaster, a reporter’s instinct is to rush to the area.
After all, lives may be lost or disrupted, and it's the very job of a journalist to produce an
informed, fact-based account for their public. Verified, meaningful information is particularly
important in times of crisis.

We can expect more of these crises as we all experience the devastating effects of climate
change. As many journalists know, this reporting work can be unpredictable, even chaotic. A
wildfire can burn for days, weeks or months. It can change paths unexpectedly.
Communication can be a challenge, particularly now that Meta has banned Canadian news
from its platforms.

There may be external pressure not to cover an emergency. Given their dual role of
truth-teller and watchdog, journalists often encounter external forces, such as private
companies or governments, trying to influence or stop their work. Still, journalists need the
freedom to bear witness. As the CAJ’s ethics guidelines note, “ethical journalism does not
give favoured treatment to those influences. It remains independent in service of the public
interest.”

So, the decision to cover a disaster is up to the journalist.

How best to do that? There’s a key question to consider: If a journalist’s first duty is to their
public, how do you balance the need to inform with the need to mitigate any negative effects
on this group struggling with an immediate crisis? Their priority is safety. In the moment they
need helpful, accurate information, such as road closures, shelter hours and where to buy
necessities. But they also need the bigger picture: What's behind this disaster? How are
officials responding? What, ultimately, can we learn from this?

Let's consider a journalist’'s approach through five filters: scale, proximity, timing, preparation
and content. These are interconnected, so expect overlap. If you can’t answer most of these,
it's time to rethink your reporting plan.

Scale

This refers to the number of journalists at the scene. How many is too many? Two?
Ten? That’s tough to say. Fewer journalists mean fewer demands on local resources,
from hotel rooms to rental cars. Consider how you might share resources with other
news organizations or hire local freelancers, or spread out your team so not
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everyone is in the community at once — if at all. Not every reporter needs to be on
site to interview the mayor.

Proximity

How close do you need to be to the action for your journalism? Consider roles. A
producer or editor might work just as effectively off site. When the 2023 fires raged in
Yellowknife, Cabin Radio showed it could cover the unfolding disaster even after
evacuating. If you're a photojournalist, access is vital. Relying on government
handouts, including photos and video, poses a risk to your independence and might
even perpetuate a single narrative. Access is tied to accountability.

Timing

Do you need to be there right now for your journalism? What are you getting now that
you cannot get later? An immediate disaster is breaking news, and there are images
and sounds that can only be captured in the moment. However, there may be
reasons to wait for a suitable moment, particularly if your audience isn’t directly
affected by the disaster and you’re not delivering potentially lifesaving information to
the people who need it. Consider delaying an interview now if it might result in a
richer story later. And consider the risks to your own safety or the lives of your
reporters.

Preparation

Do you know what to expect when you arrive? Where to stay? How to get around?
Are you prepared for possible chaos or being a “first responder” in a crisis situation?
As an assignment editor, are you sending experienced journalists and preparing
them adequately? In the U.S., some reporters receive specialized wildfire safety
training from firefighters. One journalist was compelled to produce a go bag of
templates and toolkits to help reporters and editors cover these emergencies. Do you
have one?

Content

Treat this like a beat and educate yourself. Learn how a hurricane forms or how a
wildfire spreads. Understand how EMO works, and the difference between an
evacuation order and an evacuation alert. In addition, have an editorial plan.

Do you have a system to track who has been contacted — and even rejected -- an
interview to avoid duplicating calls? What steps will you take to present a holistic
understanding of the community? What helpful information and context for the
disaster are you providing beyond updates? What'’s your plan to continue coverage
and check in after the immediate crisis ends?

It's up to the journalist to regularly review and recalibrate these filters. What worked a few
years ago might not work now due to layoffs or other newsroom changes. Disasters aren’t
the same, so an effective strategy in a hurricane might not work for a wildfire. Ethical
journalism means asking what best serves the needs of the public and responding
accordingly, even if it means changing the way we’re used to reporting on and in a disaster.

Page 2 of 5


https://cabinradio.ca/152577/news/yellowknife/live-south-slave-essential-workers-begin-returning/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S-ftzDb145k
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S-ftzDb145k
https://newsgobag.com/

The Canadian Association of Journalists
I’ Association Canadienne des Journalistes

Notes

A draft of this discussion paper was reviewed by members of the Ethics Advisory Committee
in spring 2025, and presented for feedback at the CAJ’s national conference in Calgary in
May 2025. It was later reviewed by the CAJ’s board of directors. Thank you to everyone who
contributed their suggestions.
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