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Media Reports a Library Disaster: A Case Studya@bfado State University

Abstract

The first section of this article surveys the Eere regarding the news media’s reporting of ¢ésas The second
section describes the media reports of the July I88ural disaster’'s impact upon Morgan Librargatorado
State University. The third section analyzes thmres from Colorado State University's disastecaspared to the
research literature, media by media: broadcasgmeatnewspapers and wire services, Colorado (Jomkspapers,
library press, and specialized publications. Téwectusion presents concerns about media reportidghe

apparent lack of concern for accuracy; this casgysserves as a warning to all librarians and reseas.



Media ReportsaLibrary Disaster: A Case Study at Colorado State University

On the evening of July 28, 1997, Morgan Lirahe main library building at Colorado State Usrsity, was
struck by flowing surface water generated by arrecgdented cloudburst of several hours’ duratibne basement
of the library, which housed approximately 462,5800ks and bound periodical volumes, was completely
inundated. Many other buildings on the universdynpus also suffered damage, while elsewhere inithef Fort
Collins five people perished in flood waters, andny homes and businesses were destroyed or damageda
number of days afterward, media attention focusethe city, the university, and the librarfor those involved in
the disaster, it soon became apparent that sorieeafiews stories generated were lacking in facualracy or
displayed unforeseen perceptions. The questioseass to how the news media treats disasters,napalriicular,
how the catastrophe that befell the Colorado Stktieersity Libraries (CSUL) was handled. This papeeks to
answer that question, serve as a warning to rese@cand to provide guidance as to what to expeat the media

to other libraries struck by a disaster, largerals

The Resear ch Background

Most research on media coverage of disasténitiated by either sociologists or journalista.general, research
efforts have concentrated on one of two themese firkt theme examines the factual accuracy andepéions of
journalists reporting on disasters. The seconth&jeone less germane to this paper, focuses upomnota the
media plays in delivering information to disastértins as the event takes place. The two themes@emplified
in two 1979 papers. In one, Parker rails at tineléacy of the news media to sensationalize disastecoriating
reporters for their alleged insensitivity towardtiuins and their failure to follow up on the longste effects of
disasters and the lessons to be learned from thdencalls for a journalism curriculum that educaté#ors and
reporters as to their responsibilities during disasoveragé.Taking a more empirical approach, Wenger surveys
residents of three communities recently struck isasters in an effort to determine the sourcesifofination for
disaster victims, as well as perceived accuracyhose sources. Although Wenger briefly examineshmy

perpetuated by the media, his focus lies more thighgeneral public as recipient of disaster infdromarather than



with journalists as disseminators of informatiorgcarate or inaccurafe.This emphasis upon recipients of
information, and the concomitant role of the meaiaa provider of information at the time of a disggpreoccupies
many researchers, but the examination of the pgorepof journalists also plays an important ralee examined in

this paper.

A substantial contribution to the field confesm Quarantelli in 1989. Surveying the literatwfedisaster and
the media since the 1960s, Quarantelli identifeageral research themes relating to media perceptibulisaster.
One theme indicates that different television neksalisplay varying styles when reporting on disestand that
local coverage can differ from national coveragaother theme stresses that mass media coveradgeet@define
what events are to be considered “disasters.” rOtbgearchers believe disaster coverage to bertidtdy
emphasis on extreme cases among events and vidtimstheme is widespread. Finally, much of thseezch
indicates that reporting of natural disasters wgsesor to reporting of technological disasté@everal problems
confronting the news media in its coverage of desasare identified by Elliott. Elliott notes ththie media tends to
perpetuate the myth that disaster victims are Bs#pin the face of catastrophe; this supposed dsslpéss is
reflected in media analysis that fails to examiigaster preparedness or its absence. Accordiriglimtt, the
ability to provide live transmissions often leadi® tmedia to focus upon drama rather than accuradpglthe
course of disasters. She also faults the mediasfdailure to place disasters in historical cotit@nd suggests that
a contextual approach would better enable victimd policy-makers alike to cope with present ancurit
disasters. Wilkins underscores concern regarding the needdntexts: “The construct of ‘news’ itself maydeto
inaccurate portraits of risk, reports that attrédowbo much responsibility to the individual and rastough to

underlying social and political causé’s.”

Quarantelli and Wenger compare disaster cgecia the United States to that in Japan, findirgnynmore
similarities than differences. They find:
1. In both countries the various television networ&sealop individual story lines for the same disaster
2. In the immediate wake of a disaster, the median reports information that is incomplete or gdgially

inaccurate.



3. By relying upon official government sources iftiormation, the media assumes a “command postipoint,
as opposed to a viewpoint garnered from ordinaiyeais or operational personrel.

Likewise, Singer et al. examine the relatiopstf geographical location to the reporting ofaditers. Perhaps
not surprisingly, they find that the American newsdia has a bias toward reporting hazards in ti&e tather than
in other parts of the world, and there is a biagatal reporting catastrophes that include a largabar of deaths.
Such bias reflects the notion that such eventscansidered newsworthy and are therefore reportéld an eye

toward assumed audience intefest.

Examining yet another facet of media coverafjelisasters, Hornig et al. survey newspaper rsport two
natural events that struck the U.S. in 1989: Hameé Hugo, and the Loma Prieta, California eartkguaThe
authors found that the demand for news during astis often exceeds the supply of informationtutn, the “gate
keeping” that normally occurs during news eveneothtically should be less stringent; that is, mewarces and
viewpoints ought to gain a voice in the news. HesveHornig, et al. find that journalists continteeturn to their
usual sources, particularly government officiaBcientific experts with the ability to comment dwe tdisasters in a
learned fashion are not accustomed to approactingalists; by default, the gap is filed by mensherf
government agencies. When journalists do seekeaperts, too often the latter are asked only fonegal
observations rather than for statements that wsedRpertise. Among all these quoted in newspafmies relating
to the two disasters, 56 percent fixed blame oaredbr the events in question. When solutionth&osituation are
sought, 56 percent also identified government aswace for relief. Spokespersons for governmepheigs are

often less interested in fixing blame than in caigna role for themselves in the resolution of disaster’

By far the most comprehensive examinationoafrjalistic behavior during disasters comes fromitismwho
theorizes that journalists deal with the pressveiés by following certain routines and consultstgndard sources.
Disasters, however, are non-routine, and the uguahalistic procedures tend to be less effectiieeporters
continue to approach their usual sources, even wbemppropriate, and often present disasterssasedé events
rather than placing them in the context of politigastitutions or systematic eventualities. Altlgbunatural

disasters are viewed as “acts of God,” for whidls difficult to assign blame, frustration is ofterpressed over the



seeming lack of control by society over the effamftsuch disasters, given the supposed sophisticati modern
society and its technology. Blame for technologtisasters is often assigned to the agency, poblurivate, that
appears to be most responsible for the successfdtibning of the system that has failed. A seofdhe

complexity of technological systems, and the almiosvitability of failure at some point is seldomepented:;
instead, blame is fixed on human error within tihgamization in charge of the failed system. To enaknse of
disasters, journalists unconsciously turn to symbalues; the public understands the “symbolisintbiwman error
as opposed to the failure of complex systéhis order to test a number of hypotheses, Smithmines three
disasters that occurred in either 1988 or 198% fdhest fires in Yellowstone National Park, thexon Valdeil

spill, and the Loma Prieta earthquake. In alléhtases he surveys both print and broadcast repevie covered

the stories, as well as the sources they usedfirdimgs are worth discussion.

Smith postulates that journalists feel anaathiesponsibility to present their readers witlabeed reporting that
represents all sides in a controversy. Balancpdrtimg is not easy to achieve, however. Jounsafisust choose
how to tell a story, almost always working undghtideadlines. A tendency to present disasteseeial dramas,
with public or private agencies as possible vikaioan manifest itself. Further, when large numlzdrjournalists
gather to report on a disaster, eventually almbghase covering an event present it in similants, with little
reference to possible alternatives. Although jalists strive for accuracy, they define accuracyeims of facts,
such as number of deaths attributed to a disaseme research also indicates that a tendency doweomplete
coverage should be of greater concern to the jdismarofession than a focus upon accuracy. Algtothnis paper
documents that journalists do make factual ernorsre frequently they fail to report on all aspestsa subject,
thereby creating errors of omission. Additionajyurnalists may select sources that are eagdraesnformation,
regardless of their expertise, or may consciouslyunconsciously select sources who reflect the wmmgo
conventional wisdom. For example, one source HerYellowstone fires complains that reporters seager to
create “playlets” in which sources play a predeteetl role in the story to be presented. Finalglevision
portrayals of disasters may have an all-pervasffecteon the story as a whole. Such is the ematiompact of
television footage that it creates a storyline floe general public. Print journalists also see pietures on

television, and having arrived on the scene aftertélevision crews, succumb to the temptatiorobow the same



“plot” that the footage has already established.

In defense of journalists, Smith recognizest tteporters often labor under severe handicapswéporting
disasters. Most are rushed to the scene and havacquaintance with the background of the story ared
unfamiliar with local circumstances. They lack #mwledge to identify and contact scientific expeso fall back
upon the routine of interviewing official governntesr corporate sources. Finally, reporters andr thedience
alike often fail to realize that change in natupabcesses is inevitable, while failure of complexhnological

systems is to be expected eventu#ly.

Smith sums up the existing situation as foow

There appear to be two different worlds of joursmlithat coexist uneasily among today’s media. One
entails the idealized kind of reporting that keeps public informed about important issues and wins
prestigious awards. The other, more common, fdrremorting pursues drama and conflict and tigkatis
with the ironic and the bizarre . . . the majoity what is published in newspapers and seen avisbn

news has little to do with an informed pubfic.

Following up on the article by Hornig, et 61991) that examines sources used by print joistisadiuring the
1989 disasters, Walters and Hornig studied sounsed by the broadcast media. Hurricane Hugo aad.dma
Prieta earthquake are again examined. The remdtsimilar to those of the previous study. Breatigournalists
often turn to their usual sources, official goveemnspokespersons, during disasters. Sciencetexgrerconsulted
much less frequently and are often asked for gémeraments only. As other researchers have natsé,of
government spokespersons gives the news a commastdpprspective, with official agencies either rtliaig
responsibility for mitigating a disaster, or blamgiothers for shortcomings. However, gate keepingeliaxed to
some extent as television reporters approach \ictoriearn their experiences and opinions, lendirsgna to the

ongoing story. Walters and Hornig conclude:



This is a mediated reality in which the interprigtas of experts are overshadowed by the faces aitgy
of victims and officials waging a battle with natuframed in terms of the allocation of government

resources?

Another examination of a specific disaster esrfrom Garner in 1996. Garner focuses on the Mdatern flood
of 1993, a widespread and lengthy event. Garnatiesd national and local print media alike in aterapt to
discover differences in coverage. The media tetdgubrtray the flood as a war between human beangisnature,
with humans often on the losing end. Technologfoads, such as levees and dams, are discussemh wita
skeptical light, since it appeared that effortgdatrol rivers such as the Mississippi had failegpite such devices.
Both local and national media dealt with the cdsthe flood, but here the framework differed. Véhthe local
newspapers portrayed the personal losses to indilsdaffected by floods, the national newspapexd @ews
magazines expressed concern over the potentiabetoross, and the funds needed to compensatengaf the

disaster. Garner found the national media to behnmaore impersonal than the local mefia.

Finally, in 1996, Dymon and Boscoe report oewspaper of flooding in northern California in 1995

emphasizing potential bias relating to localesdetéfor coverage. Dymon and Boscoe find:

It appears that in a widespread disaster eventspaper editors select a small number of locatiarisob
those where significant damages exist to give spernphasis, often developing the personal starfies

small number of individuals victimized by the disas

Locales are sometimes chosen for convenience;ritherm California, flooding affected large citiesdarural areas
alike, but reporters found it easier to cover tlitles. A center of government, such as the stafgital at

Sacramento, attracts reporters thanks to its adoesfficials. In other instances, reporters gstfto a particular
locale, then continue reporting from that poinhextthan moving on to other places hit by the désasReporters
also gravitate toward story “hooks.” One such hizathe presence of fatalities. In all, thesedextontributed to a

geographic bias that lead newspapers to give greatphasis to some areas struck by flooding wigjleting



others, inadvertently misrepresenting the actuadrevof the disastéf.

Several themes emerge from the researchtliterpertaining to disasters and the media:
1) That the news media have a tendency to sensdifierdisaster stories.
* Reporters emphasize extreme cases among eventsi@imds, often focusing on sites where deaths have
occurred.
* The presence of “story hooks,” such as deathdsldnama to the coverage.

e Once established at a site with dramatic impla®tj journalists often fail to move on to otheesit

2) Coverage of disasters varies from one mediadbtmanother:

* The differences between television and print medéaobvious.

» There is variance between local and national @mesrwith local coverage focusing on individual faumm
dramas to a greater extent than national outlets.

» Some researchers even find differences amongdalawnetworks, as each develops its own slanherstory.

3) The use of sources during disasters:

» The habit of journalists in seeking out their Uss@urces, often government entities, leads torancand post
mentality that can exclude other, perhaps bettemces, such as scientists.

* While gate keeping controls are sometimes relakathg a disaster, allowing government officialigtins,
and scientists alike to have their say, the resgmdicited from all groups may be too generalltowafor
greater understanding by the public.

4) Concerned with accuracy of specific facts (ameintnot necessarily getting the facts correct), rifeglia too

frequently ignores contexts that would give disasteries greater meaning.

» Disasters are seen as acts of God with an ocas@ssist” from human mismanagement.

» Examinations of human systems that may have dwigil to the disaster are frequently not undertaken

5) Finally, research indicates that disaster cayergends to assume the aspect of story-tellingdber@nce to

accepted myths or stereotypes:



* Under this scenario, the media fails to inform theblic of the larger implications of the disasterd the

potential need to examine those human systemsrénahave failed.

How the Colorado State University Library Disaster Was Reported

The coverage of the Colorado State University Morgibrary natural disaster shows some of the waf@rimation
is transferred from source to source—and how evamvinformation is updated or improved, the old:t$4 can still
be published. Accuracy of information is critichlring a crisis and afterwards for trustworthy nép@nd analysis
to take place. Frequently, the casual researchkeloeate only one or two sources and accept #uisf presented
therein as accurate. In the case of the Morgarabybdisaster, a researcher might easily belieat tte July 28,
1997 event took place in August, some 1,000,00kk&a@md journals were destroyed (or if using différgources
500,000 books were damaged); however, the numibealpcharmed was approximately 462,500 books asuht
journal volumes. The estimated number used foumber of months was 425,750 volumes, but later,emor
accurate compilations increased the losses sudtdigpethe library. Approximately half of the matdsian the
basement of Morgan Library were books (51%), theeiohalf journals (49%). In addition to the volusrtermed in
Morgan Library there were materials damaged orrdgstl in offices and homes. The researcher migbtlzelieve
that half of the Colorado State University Libratieollection was destroyed when, while still deadisg, less than
1/3 of the books and journal volumes owned by thedries were damaged or destroyed; none of thergovent
documents, microforms, maps, or computer files weramed. None of the books or bound journals & dff-
library site storage facility were damaged. If ttibraries’ totals include these collections the raities has over 4
million items, which means that less than 1/8 @& tiollection was impacted. Another misleadingestant that
cropped up was that the disaster occurred dursamer renovation project; instead the disasteuroed near the
end of a 2%-3 year construction project that ingdhbuilding an addition and renovating parts of dniginal
building. Finally, reports varied as to whethee flood waters (sheet flow) damaged 6, 18 of 75,280925, 25 of
92, more than 30, 35, or more than 35 buildingsampus. Flood waters did do minor damage to 1®@lings and
major damage to 15 buildings for a total of 34 dgethbuildings on campus; it took some time to deitee these

figures?’



Locally, up-to-the-minute news was distributed thybout the night of July 38early morning July 28 on Denver
television news stations. There were ongoing gxlabncerning the number of missing people (ovepettple

were missing for some time), damage to a trailek,p@nd the derailed train cars.

JULY 29

On the first day after the disaster, July 29, 198V page one of the Fort Colli@loradoan,the local newspaper,
the headline reads “Torrential Rain Floods CityDhe brief article forecasts additional rain and skightly longer
articles describe the emergency and the storiessidents and drivers stranded by high water. d& bar has “How
to Cope.” An additional two articles describe desits seeking sandbags and water flowing throudbotta (a
town 7 miles Northwest of Fort Collins). Colorafitate University is only mentioned as the locatidrere official
rain records are kept. There is no mention oflit&ry or any other campus buildings, probably daese this

information wasn’t known until after the newspagderdlines were pa&t.

That eveningNBC Nightly Newseported the storm, recalling the Big Thompson yoanFlood of 1976. “The
library and student union at Colorado State Unityeensas heavily damaged.'CNN The World Todahad a live
report focusing on the drama . . . “hard to pictanaillion of anything. How about a million bodks'Well, that's
how many were soaked in the Colorado State Unityeli&irary when an enormous wall of water swepbthyh
downtown Ft. Collins, Colorado last night.” Latérat eveningCNN Prime Newseported “About $50 million

worth of books are covered with water at ColoratieSUniversity.*

JULY 30

The second day after the disaster brought repoote firound the country; reports varietlSA Todayand the

Coloradoanhave the most accurate coverage in terms of theébauof items damaged in the basement of Morgan

Library--they reported 500,000 books$A Todaypr volumes Coloradoar).?



CNN revises its earlier report of 1 million itemsaked onCNN Today:“a wall of water that damaged 25 of 92
buildings on campus . . . Seven feet of water shahkere than half the books and documents in thegitot ibrary.
The price tag on the damage, one million dollamsiflions less than the disaster ended up costing stated with
confidence here. The number of items matches the meccurate reports, “Half a million volumes insthibrary
have been damaged, but they believe they can bageal using a freeze drying method that removesnitisture
from the books,” giving the perception that all tob volumes could be salvaged, when in actualityo Mere

written off immediately?*

On CNN Early PrimeDon Knapp reports from the CSU campus. “This iealy renovated library and we saw for
the first time the damage the water did to the lsookide. A half million books, just about 50%tbé library’s

collection lay sopping wet on the floo?”

However, although a more accurate figure had beg¢eraiined, other newspapers and news sources datgedd”
reported the larger number of materials damaged:ABsociated Preseports “Over at the library, a million books
were soaked in water and raw sewage. Historic papers and journals were destroyedState News Briefs
reports, “At the library, it's estimated that onélimn items including periodicals dating back 1@8ars were
damaged.” Thd&kocky Mountain Newseports “Hit hardest are Lory Student Center anofddn Library where 1
million books are submerged.” TREMN, clings to this figure months later (Oct 20) aftecloser total was widely
known and reported by the same newspaper (Aug ladd 20). ThéNew York Timesrticle, reprinted in other
newspapers, reports, “At the library, where booksenstored in the basement for a summer renovatioject,
about one million books were damaged.” This givesdespread publicity to the perception of the nemtf items

damaged, and that the event occurred during a “srfhmnovation project

A Denver Postheadline reports “CSU library, buildings hit handdeluge.” The article goes on to say, “Monday
night's flood roared through the campus of Colorétate University, seriously damaging between 20 25

buildings, destroying computer equipment, and imtingy at least 1 million books and journals in ttampus

10
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library.

NBC News Today Shoand ABC World News This Morningeport six people killed [five were killed--a nuetb

known by the morning of July 29tfj.

The financial impact is of interest to tRecky Mountain Newess than 48 hours after the deluge has a stibey ti
“CSU Loses $50 Million in One Wave”; the front pagad to the story is “CSU Damage Pegged at $500vit
The Los Angeles Timeis also interested: “Damage at Colorado Stateséfeity alone could reach $50 million,

state officials said®

JULY 31

TheNew York Timeseports “hardest hit was Colorado State Univensityere water overflowed the banks of Spring
Creek and damaged about one-fourth of the 92 mmgiidion the century-old downtown campus. Repaids an
replacements could cost $30 million.” “Earlier ghyear, as the library began a $20 million renavatiold

newspapers and half of its book collection--abdl,600 volumes--were temporarily stored in the base.”’

Dayton Daily Newsand theChattanooga Free Pressave “18 buildings” damaged at a cost “estimate®4D
million.” and “Floodwaters soaked 1 million librabpoks.” This million books appears here evenrdfte number
has been lowered elsewherdSA Todayeports: “Floodwaters damaged 18 of CSU’s 75dinigs, wiped out the
bookstore and swamped 500,000 library books.” dditeon, USA Todayreports an “estimated $40 million in

damage across campus” “A 19.3 million renovatiothe library was scheduled for completion this &aber.®®

The State News Servigaovides a hopeful outlook: “On a positive ndiierary officials think they may be able to

save 400-thousand of the half-million items in @&-U library damaged or destroyed by the flo6d.”

The Denver Postmentions costs in a headline: “Taxpayers May RbetBill for CSU: Damages May Exceed

11



Coverage.” The article discusses the state’s flosdrance. “Estimates of damage on the CSU carfous
Monday night’s storm reach as high as $50 millioSB&parate from the costs, the library is mentioned
At the university library, one of CSU's worst-hitilllings, a pump continued to draw water from the
basement Wednesday and a dehumidifier buzzed adtengs
Camila Alire, CSU's dean of libraries, said theseai72-hour "window" in which to bring the humidity
down inside the library before books begin to 8ite estimated that 500,000 books were inundatetdoy
flood. . . . Besides the books, which the schogld®oto save through a freeze-drying process, ibarii

has lost its collection of newspapers, mostly fi@atorado®

ABC World News This Morningentions “rushing waters killed five people” [oect here]. “Colorado State
University campus, the damage estimates are apprga$50 million,” $49 million more than CNN'’s (dafter)

July 29 amount. But, the volume count is still taany as a million books at the library sufferedevalamage®

AUGUST 1

By the next day, August™.the number of damaged or destroyed items grows mccurate. ThRocky Mountain
Newsnotes that “500,000 flood-damaged books . . . sskg are less than feared. The original guesshaad
million books--half the Morgan Library’s collectiomvas destroyed or damaged.” Costs are noted: dAt

conservative $40 a book, $20 million could be akst™?

PR Newswirg'In addition to providing relevant merchandiseaBeand its associates are focusing on collecting
donations for Colorado State University, which st $50 million in damage to its library--losinty af the
textbooks set aside for fall semester.” This neineswnplies that the textbooks were stored in titwdry; however,
although all of the textbooks were destroyed, haytwere in the bookstore located in the Lory Studeenter, a

separate building to the north of Morgan Libraty.

AUGUST 2

The Coloradoanreports “Damage at Colorado State University wél more than $50 million, acting president

12



Judson Harper said Friday, four days after ragiogdwaters ripped through campus.” TRecky Mountain News
writes, “About 225,000 flood-soaked library booksrth $22.5 million may be beyond repair, Coloradat&
University officials said Friday . . . Total losséo CSU could exceed $50 million.” [Jud Harper]tie Denver
Post “Jud Harper, CSU’s acting president, said dantagefloodwaters caused to the Fort Collins campilis
‘substantially exceed’ previous estimates of $50iani, though the university did not yet have arfidollar figure.”
Looking over the situation, “10 of the 25 buildings campus that had been damaged were still clmsedrmal
operations. And workers found that water damagéhéoMorgan Library, where an estimated 450,000kbpo

journals, and other papers were inundated, wasdase than initially thought*

AUGUST 3

The dollar amount grows as officials begin to asshe damage more closely: TRenver Poshas a headline with
“Flood Toll near $200 million”: the article reportélbert Yates, president of Colorado State Univgrén Fort
Collins, bumped the estimate of damage at the wsityefrom $50 million to $120 million.” A secondrticle,
“Feds Tour Ravaged Areas: CSU Bill Could Top $120lidh,” reports “The damage estimate for the casipu

library is $40 million alone®

AUGUST 4

A week after the disaster finds specialized repgrfor audiences concerned or interested in speisifues. For
example,Chemical & Engineering New®ports the disaster from the Chemistry Departingygrspective. “The
department will be affected by the ‘tremendous losghe library,” she says [Chemistry professor dlark.

Levinger] . . . All book and bound journals hachanoved this summer to the basement of a newiaddd the
library and the entire collection is waterlogged&ll Chemistry books and bound journals in the timig were in
the basement, but this article might lead the dasmaaler to believe that all the books and jourmaimed by the
university were in the basement. Earlier yearsastain journals were safe in the storage facdiyl microform

copies of journals were not harm&d.
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Another specialized sourcBusiness Insuranceeports “conservative estimates put the loss&gd@million to $50
million for Colorado State University. . . . Appimately 20 buildings at the university sufferedrdaye. Flooding

in the basement of the Morgan Library damaged abaliitof the facility’s collection, which was beirggored there
during a renovation project. . . University perseinacted quickly in an attempt to save around 50D l@ooks and
periodicals, some a century old.”

A Coloradoanarticle headline reports, “CSU damage tops $100NEstimated flood damage to Colorado State
University has doubled from $50 million to moreih®100 million and possibly as high as $135 million. An

estimated 450,000 to 550,000 volumes in the libveaye damaged in the flood®”

AUGUST 8
The natural disaster was noted by the nationaliyl €&hronicle of Higher EducatiofiDamage on the campus was

heaviest in the bookstore, . . ., and in the studenter and the basement of the libraty.”

AUGUST 10

The Rocky Mountain Newseports “A half-million volumes represents one-der of the library’s 2 million

volumes. Overall flood damage on the CSU campppged $83 million, and the library rescue may actdain$40

million of the total.*°

AUGUST 11, 12, 18 20, 24

Library Hotline (August 11, 1997) had a headlined report: “CSUrdiipp Closed by Floods, 50% of Collection is

Damaged” that said “more than half of the bookeaxilbn and all of the bound journals, which wereides in the

basement of the building, were floating in waiggthflood waters and sewerade.”

The August 1JEngineering News Recomports “Flash floods . . . caused more than $8Bomin damage to 15
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buildings at Colorado State University. . . . THedry, with an estimated $40 million in damagestoucture and
contents, was in the midst of a $19.3 million exgian-renovation when the July 28ood hit. The 131,000-sg-ft

three story addition to the 149,000-sqg-ft two-stiitsyary had been set to open in Novemb®&r.”

The August 12 os Angeles Timedescribes California State Northridge’s sharirtg tiard-earned knowledge” with
FEMA and the Colorado State University Library. 5“2ampus buildings were damaged . . . 450,000 hooks

periodicals and monographs were soaked or lost whetdy waters flooded the university’s main libraty

The August 18usiness Insuranceeports that “repairs may cost as much as $13bomil As the campus has a
chance to assess the damage, costs rise (compaked t4” estimate), and the publication aimed at thoseésted
in insurance takes note. TR®cky Mountain Newsports on August 20: “Nearly 500,000 books andnals were

damaged in the library**

Almost a month after the disaster, on August®BR Weekend Sundgglks about the “Colorado Flood”: “a flash
flood . . . also damaged half a dozen buildingampus, causing $100 million in damage. Hardesivare the
student center and the university library.” Thdrary Dean Camila Alire (“O’Leary (ph)” [phonetign the
transcript) says in the interview, “We anticipateoat 425--a little bit over 425,000 volumes--iterbgth bound

journals and books--were damagéd.”

SEPTEMBER

An article inOnline Libraries and MicrocomputerSeptember 1997) reported that among the destrased‘the

entire bound periodical collection of the univeysit®

Library Journal (September 1, 1997) gave an incorrect date: “Fleatbrs . . . swept through Fort Collins in early

August.”’
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Typographical errors continue to be a problem dwer years later. A colleague carefully proofed hérary
Journal article, only to discover once it was publishedttthe headline reports “426,500” volumes, when the

official count is 462,500 volumes either damagedestroyed. A couple of numbers got reverSed.

*kk

ANALYSIS

To recapitulate our earlier research findings,find that critiques of media representationslisasters tend to
highlight five points:
1. Disasters are sensationalized, with a focusl@ma, death, and specific sites.
2. Emphasis often varies among the various media.
3. Journalists continue to approach their usuatcas: politicians and public officials. So-calltghte keeping”
may relax to include other sources, such as seisntir members of the general public, but withqprapriate
attention to expertise.
4. Larger contexts are ignored; rather, disasiezscategorized as acts of God or mother naturd@mampage.
Potential system breakdowns are not examined, wdthdlame may be assigned to individuals or orgaiuias if
seemingly appropriate.

5. Journalists present disasters as stories imglvidely accepted stereotypes and myths.

We will now examine these five points in redatto the disaster that affected the ColoradoeStaiversity
Libraries. This analysis lends itself best to adldown among the various types of media. Thedsede the
broadcast media, national newspapers and wire cesyviColorado newspapers, the literature of thearlb

profession, and specialized periodicals.

The Broadcast Media

Not surprisingly, initial reports on the digascame from television stations. There were pomts of drama to
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be found in Fort Collins. One was the trailer ik the vicinity of which all five deaths occudrevhile the other
was the university campus, including the librargome time elapsed before the full damage on canaass
realized, so most reporters gravitated to theeragiarks. The situation was reported with manylgia details,
almost always gathered from victims, rescuers,ystdnders. Gate keeping was at its most relee®deporters
interviewed a number of private citizens. Stoxiese told of victims clinging to light poles or bgi swept away in
the swirling waters. The news was announcedipping terms. For example, Tom Brokaw at NBC safidhe

flood “ It was sudden, it was shocking, and it vdesdly.” Early news reports left the extent of dge unclear;

viewers might well have believed that the entitg biad been overwhelmed with waf@r.

As more information was received, reportergameto divide their time between the trailer padd the
university campus. At stated earlier, a July 29NCiport asked a rhetorical question: “Other thaerhaps,
dreaming about a million dollars, it's hard to piet a million of anything. How about a million H@®” This may
have been the first instance in which the librargslwas estimated at a million volumes, well oher 462,500 in
the basement. This report of one million booksrse® have been one a lot of media sources remeubperhaps
because of the dramatic set up. On July 30, CNNréagrter Saint Bryan interviewing an “unidentifibzinale”
who is obviously a member of the library staffr@sponse to a comment made by Bryan in regardetextent of
the damage, she replies “It's just unbelievabled goes on to mention the need to deal with hugnittiat might
affect the rest of the collection. As the houreguessed, gate keeping became more evident, asoaddi
interviews in regard to the library witnessed reer talking with Associate Library Dean Irene Geddand, later,
University President Al Yates. The reporters ohgly began to seek out those official sources toaid be
expected to have access to accurate informatiosh, ianaddition, library staff was asked to refepaders to

designated spokespersofis.

Very early, reporters began to categorizedisaster as one of Mother Nature out of contrabr €&ample, on
July 29, Don Knapp of CNN states: “Apparently, tlsisone of those 100 year or 500 year floods. VEeewalking
earlier today about a person who moved in, said, ey have to take out flood insurance, and ghtiair said, no

floods around here.” One of the first politicaddres to arrive at the scene was Colorado govdngrRomer. As
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a graduate of Colorado State University he waslfamwith the area and was struck by the devastatide refers
to the episode as a “very concentrated rainstorilittle later Romer, discussing the fact that tbeation of the
trailer park near a stream might not have beernherest, remarked “But, look, when you're dealvith nature,

it's going to get you. And this one got U’3.”

In the ensuing days some additional rain fait, only minor flooding occurred and there werefumther deaths.
The dramatic story of a violent storm appearede@ban end, and coverage of the flood by natibr@ddcasters
virtually ceased after July 31. National PublicdiRadid air a follow-up story just before classesgén at the
university in late August. As part of this story?R interviewed Alire in regard to the number ofuroks damaged
and efforts to salvage them and to otherwise peov@sources to students. Information providedis interview
was accurate and business-like, but quite briafricDsly, NPR sought to provide its listeners whtlman interest
details that substituted for television visuals; é@ample, Mark Roberts of NPR told listeners holivedhugged a

colleague after hearing word of assistance beifeged by another institutio?s.

National Newspapers and Wire Services

July 30 was a day of intense coverage of tlsaster, with stories appearing in thes Angeles Timeghe
Washington PostNewsday the New York TimesdUSA Todayand by the Associated Press. Like their broddcas
counterparts, print reporters converged at thdetrgiarks first. They filed stories of harrowingperiences by
survivors. Differences in coverage between newsgsapand broadcasters soon became apparent. Liaiitéiche
forced television reporters to restrict their iniews to perhaps a single witness or survivor arsihgle political
figure, usually the governor. Print journalists, the other hand, were able to quote a numberdi¥iguals in their
relatively lengthy dispatches. Gate keeping watyfeelaxed; reporters approached victims, witmssdirefighters,
and police officers. Also in evidence, howeverswaa effort to turn to a variety of public officsalor information.
In addition to comments from Governor Romer, pjitrnalists obtained interviews with the lieutengoternor,
the mayor, the city manager, and a police lieutenas had been the case with television broadcasitst reports
stressed that the storm was an example of natrikingtback at human society. For example, MayoinAdzari

described the city’s efforts at flood control, ant on to say: “It's the irony of life in the We&Vater can be
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managed for a while, not forever.” The story in Hew York Timesharacterizes the flood as a “freak.” This same
story also mentions that state and local officigils be seeking federal aid in the recovery effoltot only was this
one of the initial instances discussing governnaetibn in regard to disaster recovery, it also gxdiad one of the
standard stereotypes of natural calamities: affepaging nature upsets human lives, governmers step set the

situation aright?

Damage to the university and the library reedi comparatively little attention in most of thesarly print
reports. The Associated Press story, which giliesmost notice to the campus, estimated librargel®esat one
million books. This same figure appeared in v York Times TheUSA Todaystory, presumably written a bit
later in the day, reduced the figure to 500,008auch more accurate estimatdSA Todaymakes no distinction
between books and journals--either the newspapsen'waware at the time that there were journalhébasement
or the author/editor decided that the national etk might not be expected to know or care abautifference.

The only library figure interviewed in these thsteries was Alire?

The library received greater attention in is®published on July 31. For example, a briebrep the States
News Service mentioned that library officials wéa@ping to salvage 400,000 of the supposed 500,@0@aded
volumes. A story in th&lew York Timegmphasized the situation at the university rathan that at the trailer
parks. TheTimesnow estimated the damaged books at 600,000. fbing went on to quote students, professors,
and officials alike in regard to destruction on gars. Of note was the fact that both universitysjgtent Yates and

Governor Romer discussed the need to obtain fedesidtance to put the institution back on its.Teet

National newspapers lost interest in the Roollins disaster almost as quickly as did natiotedévision
broadcasters; very few stories appeared after Augu$he Associated Press did produce a folloviaupte August
that examined the resumption of classes and theneta which the campus had recovered. Also &fr@dt was a
feature in theLos Angeles Timesn August 12 that discussed how California Stabévérsity-Northridge, which
had been devastated by an earthquake in 1994, lsasipg to share information on disaster recoveith w

Colorado State University. This article mentiortled library losses in passing. In another artélBbrary interest,
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in December th&aleigh News and Observild how librarians at Duke University were helpiby shipping 125
boxes of material to Colorado State, and even pideldl the latter's Web site for flood donor infotioa.

Otherwise attention given to the aftermath of tieaster, either on campus or in the library wasimmih®

Finally, it is worth noting differences imwerage among the national newspapa&d§SA Todayin a story on
July 30 used this headline: “In flooded creek, ingsearch [;] Colo. town hit again by new storm\While there
were additional rains, very little new flooding oced; the situation was not quite as alarmingU&A Today
seemed to imply. In contrast, stories appearinhéiNew York Timewere more staid and factual. Human interest
tales did take up much space in tew York Timesut there was greater recognition that the flogdvas limited
in scope. Thus a map that appeared on July 3Caited that parts of Fort Collins had been floodstier than the
entire town, and a story that appeared the follgwdlay was careful to note the damage that had tplkece
elsewhere than the trailer parks or on campushoigh theNew York Timeseased to cover the story in detail after
July 31, its readers probably had a better idedhefscopeof the catastrophe, even though some details are
inaccurate, than did those who followed the stargther media outlef€.However, July 3% was the last date that

anything appeared in tidew York TimesNational interest went on to other matters.

Colorado Newspapers

As one would expect, the local newspaper,FAtie Collins Coloradoan covered the story in great detail and
over a long period of time, with emphasis on batttdial information and human drama. Of greataradt is the
reaction of two newspapers of regional importatice Penver Posand theRocky Mountain NewsDenver is only
60 miles away from Fort Collins so it was easylioth newspapers to assign reporters to the stognoongoing
basis. Like other media venues these two newspagemve their readers much of death and destryckioh
differences in coverage compared to national nepesigasoon made themselves felt; both papers pra\gdeater
detail. For example, thHewsexplained just how the accumulated waters haddmrakto the library basement,
while thePostsoberly reminded its readers about safety premasito take when faced with a flash flood. From th
beginning both were able to report in depth on ltle¢htrailer park disaster and the situation onfmasrand with the

library >
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A “Flood of ‘97" banner graphic and a second regtaar graphic with the same words plus a “stregt’sfor
College Ave. (the street near where the heaviesiaga to the community took place) first appeareduy 33" in
the Coloradoan These are displayed with articles about the stésain subsequent issues, demonstrating the
newspaper's use of a tag for the event. A tagatiegi hands clasped appeared a year later withotFlof

Memories 1998.”

After the national media abandoned the stitvytwo Denver newspapers continued to report.o®ne area of
interest proved to be federal aid. State finangakrves were not sufficient to cover the escajatiamage and it
became crucial for Fort Collins to be named a faldéisaster area. When the federal announcememg aaearly
August, campus officials made no secret of its irtgpee to the recovery of the library. Relatedhis topic was
an intense interest among reporters for statistidf@rmation. How many books were damaged? Hoanyn
buildings on campus were flooded? What was thal tobst, in millions of dollars? How many homesreve
affected? How many homeowners had flood insuranGe®r a period of several days attentive readeusdcsee
how the various estimates fluctuated, and watcjo@salist honed in on reasonably accurate figuieeesumably
this mania for data is something the reading pubiésires, for reporters seem to make a point cdioioig it

whenever possibl&.

By August 2° the stories about the disaster are beginning tmeneDetails are starting to be thrashed out--
damage at the university is estimated as costing rii@n $50 million. Th®enver Post'siumber of volumes in

the basement has dropped slightly, and types cénma¢ét damaged are described more precisely.

Simultaneously readers could follow the ongailnama of efforts to save books inundated by thterg. Hope
and despair alternated, as estimates of volumesgianand the likelihood of salvaging them variedrfrday-to-
day and as new and more accurate information wearnga. The “freeze-dry” method of repairing wetoks
received extensive publicity; readers of thewswere treated to a detailed explanation of its medatricacies. At

one point theNewsdramatically described a “SWAT team of preservasts” battling to save books from both
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weather and bud¥.

As the weeks progressed, the two Denver ngwespacontinued to report on the disaster recovesgrpss. On
October 20, for example, théewsdescribed efforts being made to supply students substitutes, electronic or
otherwise, for the absent materials; this was tiiela which unaccountably referred to the inactariggure of 1
million volumes damaged. Several days laterRbsttold how fourth grader Amanda Wallace voluntardysed
several hundred dollars in relief for the librarfind in January th&lewsinformed readers that a new “flood” had
hit Morgan library; this time the library was beimyndated by offers of donations from numeroussesl Finally,
one should note that after the first few days Demeporters generally sought information from staddnews
sources such as public and university officials.ateGkeeping became much more stringent after thilin

excitement?

The Library Press

The initial reports of the events at Morgabrhry, described in the previous section, weref lanel factual in
nature. However, they did make inaccurate statésn@mcluding a report claiming the event took plan early
August). As one would expect, the library presorimed their readership in regard to details déri@st to
librarians, with particular emphasis on the ext#frdamage to the collections. Initial efforts alvege also received
attention. In most cases the major informant wastified as library dean Alire. Reference to apamant official
such as Alire is no surprise; most members of itmardy press no doubt have to rely upon remotenitgeing
techniques rather than in person interviews ancefbee would almost certainly approach someone wigiosition

of authority in the organization, assuming thathsan individual would have access to accurate inégion®?

Following the initial reports, stories on ttisaster were remarkable only for their paucityha library press.
One effort was of interest for the fact that it gared the calamity at Colorado State to the fieg testroyed the
famed library in ancient Alexandria. Two reportspegred in December; both described a successfoit et
Morgan to utilize special fax equipment and a coafiee arrangement with other libraries in orderapidly obtain

periodical articles for each user. Otherwise foHap by the library press was mininfal.
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Specialized Publications

These were concerned with issues in their spegitas. Business Insurands interested in insurance costs. In
its favor, it gives a conservatively estimated ampit does not state the amount as an exact fig@feemical &
Engineering News Recotfd interested in the library collections in ChetmisEngineering News Recogives the

most accurate description of the library constarctiroject of any publication.

Summary
Once again referring to the five points ofadi®r coverage identified by researchers, and aggpthiem to media

coverage of events in Fort Collins, we find thddaling:

1. Reporters did indeed converge upon the sité deaionstrated the greatest drama in terms of daath
destruction; i.e., the trailer park. As the reatiian dawned that there had been significant darmagie campus,
coverage shifted to that site as well. Initialogmg on the library emphasized the massive destnu wrought by
the storm. Later stories described the salvageraodvery efforts as well, though by then mosttef hational

media had left Fort Collins.

2. Coverage did indeed vary among the various anfmtimats. Television broadcasters had concendti@tesites
that provided dramatic visuals and brief interviewgh victims, witnesses, and political figures. atidnal
newspapers were more discriminating and were abtmther information from a larger number of indivéls, but
dropped the story after three or four days. Thensthat hit Fort Collins was intense but briefdarasualties were
few in number. If the disaster had been of lordyention, or had there been many deaths and isjurige assumes
that the national media would have remained orstieme longer. In contrast to their national coynates, Denver
newspapers covered the disaster over a much lgmgygod of time and in far greater detail. ColoraSiate
University is a major institution in the state ahé recovery of it and its library, and the evehtst, is of interest
to the citizens and taxpayers reading Benver Postand Rocky Mountain News Lacking the news gathering

apparatus of large media outlets, library periddigaobably have to rely upon wire service stoi@esl remote
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interviews with librarians at the scene-- dispaigha reporter to the disaster area would be beyioeid means;

therefore their information is brief.

3. Initially gate keeping was relaxed and repsrieterviewed numerous individuals from all watkdife, ranging
from the governor to university undergraduates.tethe initial shock dissipated, reporters turtedheir usual
sources, public and university officials in thisseaand coverage assumed the “command post” stabespite the
fact that the storm had been a major anomaly féansfic experts were consulted for their opinioriBhe Denver
Postdid interview Michael Charney, a forensic anthrdog@st at the university, for his expertise on fliodeaths;
Charney identified many victims of the 1976 Big Tmson flood, which had occurred in the nearby maiast
Months later, theRocky Mountain Newspoke with climatologist Nolan Doesken, who idéeti the Fort Collins
cloud burst as the “heaviest rain ever recorde@rmmrban area in Colorado.” Nevertheless, thesestientific

interviews were exceptions to the general Plile.

4. Because the nature of the storm was so exiraoxd little blame was placed on the failure ofman
organizations or on individuals. One story in tRecky Mountain Newstated that “Rain in the amount that
clobbered Fort Collins on Monday--eight inches iday--falls every summer somewhere in Colorado.Sudlly
such storms hit sparsely populated areas but $nittistance nature had chosen to strike a major dibe interview
with Doesken some months later reinforced this yiafter all, a century of climate records failedreveal so
vicious a storm in an urban setting. Those invdlire the recovery effort also recognized that hurmpkmning
could only go so far; for example in January, 1888 university spokesperson commented that “webreedabout
everything that can be done with the librafy.’University, city, state, and federal authoritiesd fully cooperated
in restoring the campus, the library, and the tderworking order. The disaster had been dramaticnany
respects, but journalists found no political orealogical controversy on which to dwell--the cottevas one of

nature vs. humanity, rather then one involving eedtince or system failure.

5. The story of this disaster, then, was the fiamidne of Mother Nature rampaging beyond the @mtf human

systems. It easily fit into a “myth structure” wiplayers in well recognized roles: as nature salyagverwhelms
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individuals and systems alike, victims and rescukrsheir best to fight back and to stave off hepshess and
despair. Government agencies step in to orgameestruggle. After much travail, order is restomd life
continues. Recovery may take years, but thosduadaecognize the need to carry on. At the bddkeir minds

is the knowledge that they are ultimately helpkgainst weather events on so large a scale.

Conclusion

In this article we explored media perceptions, gra, and the accuracy--and lack thereof--of megjorts for a
substantial natural disaster. By documenting rtspof a disaster close to home, a specific evefbusd to be
reported in a typical fashion. Friends and collesgwho were out of town the night of the everd tod that news
reports made it sound as if the entire city waseanvdater. In town colleagues drove to work thetmesrning and
wondered why roads were blocked and the campusésaible. While the vast majority of the city waat

deluged, national news reports dramatized whabdalr. By the time--only days later--damaged paftthe city

were beginning to clean up, national news soureesidst interest and moved on. Local news soworsnued to
report on the event, focusing on the concerns cfras and taxpayers. Information about what hapgdeto the
library focused on the drama of damaged materiadsthe types and costs of recovery. The libragsgr which
focused on issues of interest to librarians, hahtycand sometime inaccurate information; theirabélity was

similar to the regular press.

What to expect if a disaster occurs:

» Ifthere is a way to dramatize the event, it Wwél dramatized.
» If the event takes place in or near a major meditet it will receive more attention.
» Unless a large number of deaths are involvedgtlemt will drop out of the popular news media agldime

before accurate details are determined (the FottinSodisaster was never mentioned in weekly news

magazines such dme Newsweekor U.S. News & World RepQrt

25



Concerns

Accuracy. The media appears as concerned witlod gmry as much as the “truth.” Truth can be tbimfactual
details and in viewing the big picture of peopletsgoing struggle to compete with nature and poanmihg by

themselves or others.

Our experience serves as a warning to all reseache

e One can't just search an index or look at a nepsnt and trust its accuracy.
* Reports frequently present guesses as facts-yawnisteading practice.

» Often there is no long term follow up in populaws media.

In the large scale of things, the compilation ofittadicting “information” is disturbing. Are resehers doomed to
draw conclusions based on inaccurate informatidd® diligent researchers be forced to relentlessck down

every possible source in order to gain the mogatrate picture possible? Our findings have impicwz for:

» Answering reference questions. Most librariares@ily going to have access to national media ssurd his
may be less of a problem in the future, but unieese is retrospective indexing of every city/tomewspaper--
and the newspapers themselves made widely availktirarians are going to have to rely on natiomeddia
sources (i.e. newspapers and television) thatttoadily do not remain on location.

e Teaching users t@ally critically evaluate their sources.

» Recognizing that humans are fallible and mistatesgoing to be made.
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