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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. 
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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. 
 
Document History 
Original EAC Approval Date: 24-Jun-2025 
Original Board Approval Date: 17-Oct-2025 
Last Review Date: 24-Jun-2025 
Review by Date: Jun 2029 

 

Page 3 of 5 



 

Sources 
Carroll, Luke. (2024, April 8). Media's role a balancing act as N.W.T.'s next fire season 
looms. The Canadian Broadcasting Corporation. 
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/north/what-is-the-n-w-t-media-s-role-in-covering-an-evacua
tion-1.7163966  
 
Center for Disaster Philanthropy Channel. (2024, February 8). Beyond breaking news: Local 
journalism’s role in disaster recovery [Video]. YouTube. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X6Fy2gKJFPA  
 
Dart Center for Journalism & Trauma, CBC/Radio-Canada, & the Canadian Journalism 
Forum on Violence and Trauma. (2024). Trauma Aware Journalism. A News Industry Toolkit. 
https://www.traumaawarejournalism.org/  
 
Davis, E.J., Smith, H., Berger, C., Adlam, C., & Morrison, D. (2023). Stories of Fire: 
Resources for Media Covering Wildfire Events and Topics in Oregon. 
https://extension.oregonstate.edu/sites/extd8/files/2023-08/stories-of-fire-media-guide-2023-f
inal.pdf   
 
Diego, A.O., Dunn, K. (2023, December 5). Two years, 400 journalists and 50 climate 
experts: Here’s what we learnt about how to report on climate change. Reuters Institute. 
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/news/two-years-400-journalists-and-50-climate-expert
s-heres-what-we-learnt-about-how-report-climate  
 
Maxwell, Kate (2024, March 13). Introducing the Local News Go Bag Toolkit. Reynolds 
Journalism Institute. https://rjionline.org/news/introducing-the-local-news-go-bag-toolkit/ 
 
Mishra, H.S. (2023). An Ethical Code for Disaster Journalism. In: Singh, A. (eds) 
International Handbook of Disaster Research. Springer, Singapore. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-19-8388-7_85  
 
Mohammed, Seigonie. (2023, October 20). Climate journalists are struggling. Newsrooms 
should develop a mental health strategy to help them cope. Reuters Institute. 
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/news/climate-journalists-are-struggling-newsrooms-s
hould-develop-mental-health-strategy-help-them  
 
Sparks, Riley. (2024, October 11). Journalists are pushing back against restrictions on 
wildfire coverage. J-Source. 
https://j-source.ca/journalists-are-pushing-back-against-restrictions-on-wildfire-coverage/  
 
Tailleur, T., Unland, K. (2025, May 31). Ethical considerations for disaster reporting 
[Conference Session]. The Canadian Association of Journalists National Conference, 
Calgary, Alberta. 

Page 4 of 5 

https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/north/what-is-the-n-w-t-media-s-role-in-covering-an-evacuation-1.7163966
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/north/what-is-the-n-w-t-media-s-role-in-covering-an-evacuation-1.7163966
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X6Fy2gKJFPA
https://www.traumaawarejournalism.org/
https://extension.oregonstate.edu/sites/extd8/files/2023-08/stories-of-fire-media-guide-2023-final.pdf
https://extension.oregonstate.edu/sites/extd8/files/2023-08/stories-of-fire-media-guide-2023-final.pdf
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/news/two-years-400-journalists-and-50-climate-experts-heres-what-we-learnt-about-how-report-climate
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/news/two-years-400-journalists-and-50-climate-experts-heres-what-we-learnt-about-how-report-climate
https://rjionline.org/?p=27294
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-19-8388-7_85
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/news/climate-journalists-are-struggling-newsrooms-should-develop-mental-health-strategy-help-them
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/news/climate-journalists-are-struggling-newsrooms-should-develop-mental-health-strategy-help-them
https://j-source.ca/journalists-are-pushing-back-against-restrictions-on-wildfire-coverage/


 
https://whova.com/embedded/event/ZdwPoHuLdUavjI7HXaUnmDSZ8WQfs7DHCH9CSq39
OhY%3D/?refer=undefined&day=1  
 
The Canadian Institute for Climate Choices. (2020, December). Tip of the Iceberg. 
Navigating the Known and Unknown Costs of Climate Change for Canada. The Canadian 
Climate Institute. 
https://climatechoices.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Tip-of-the-Iceberg-_-CoCC_-Institute_
-Full.pdf  
 
The Editorial Board. (2024, August 3). Secret Canada: Where there’s smoke, there’s a 
smokescreen. The Globe and Mail. 
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/opinion/editorials/article-secret-canada-where-theres-smo
ke-theres-a-smokescreen/ 
 
Waldman, Benjamin. (n.d.). Six ways journalists can do better when covering disasters. 
Ryerson Review of Journalism Conference. 
https://ondisasters.rrj.ca/six-ways-journalists-can-do-better-when-covering-disasters/  

Page 5 of 5 

https://whova.com/embedded/event/ZdwPoHuLdUavjI7HXaUnmDSZ8WQfs7DHCH9CSq39OhY%3D/?refer=undefined&day=1
https://whova.com/embedded/event/ZdwPoHuLdUavjI7HXaUnmDSZ8WQfs7DHCH9CSq39OhY%3D/?refer=undefined&day=1
https://climatechoices.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Tip-of-the-Iceberg-_-CoCC_-Institute_-Full.pdf
https://climatechoices.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Tip-of-the-Iceberg-_-CoCC_-Institute_-Full.pdf
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/opinion/editorials/article-secret-canada-where-theres-smoke-theres-a-smokescreen/
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/opinion/editorials/article-secret-canada-where-theres-smoke-theres-a-smokescreen/
https://ondisasters.rrj.ca/six-ways-journalists-can-do-better-when-covering-disasters/

	Disaster reporting: What to consider before rushing to the scene 
	 
	Sources 


