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Tips for Working with Local Media
Tips for Working with Local Media

As local flood risks change, citizens need to understand how the changes may affect them, and what options they may have for protecting themselves and their property.  The media can help you convey this information – and underscore the real flood risks that exist in the community.  Consider these suggestions for media outreach as you plan to release information to the public about levees and changes to area flood maps.

Messaging considerations

Include information/statistics about local flood risks.  The media appreciates numbers and local angles to stories.  By providing materials that highlight the severity of recent flooding events, the number of flood insurance claims paid in areas behind levees and the age of local flood maps, you can help “paint a picture” of the risks.
Highlight the affordability of insurance protection.  Media consider themselves “watchdogs” for community members and often report on how things affect the average citizen.  One practical consideration that they will likely be interested in is how much flood insurance costs.  The average cost of a flood policy is about $500 a year.  Preferred Risk Policies are available starting at less than $120 dollars a year for residents outside of the high-risk areas, is particularly important to note. 
Stress the importance of defining risks around levees to improve public safety.  Efforts to accurately define flood risks associated with levees on local Flood Insurance Rate Maps (FIRMs) will to help individuals make better decisions about protecting themselves and their properties.  The updated information also helps guide building and development to make structures less flood-prone.  The media needs to know that lives and properties are devastated each year by flooding and that this effort is designed to better protect both. 
Emphasize options – not just requirements – in materials about flood insurance.  The media, and the public, need to understand that requirements for flood insurance will change.  They also need to know that cost-saving options may be available allowing affordable protection and peace of mind.  Materials for the media should include messages that spell out savings associated with the NFIP “grandfathering” provision and the more affordable flood insurance rates that are often available by converting a standard policy to a Preferred Risk Policy.  Making sure the media is clear about both the action that may be required of residents, and the things they can do to save, helps present a fair and balanced picture of the changes that may affect residents.  
Clearly define the timeframes associated with levee status and map changes.  When the status of a levee  and/or flood risk information changes on local flood maps, the media needs information that will help them to convey what is happening and when it is happening.   Presenting media with key dates and time frames in materials will help promote coverage that clearly establishes when residents or communities need to take action.  

Suggested materials

Press release.  One of the best mechanisms for announcing developments that affect your community is through a press release.  Media often run stories that contain much of your messaging in response to a press release.  Provide local outlets with a release that contains thoughtful messages (see above) and coincides with changes to maps and levee status designations to help positively frame the discussion.  
Fact sheets/press kit.  When media fully understand an issue, they are more likely to report accurately about it.  Providing several easy-to-digest fact sheets (perhaps in the form of a cohesive kit for the press) that address different aspects of the upcoming levee or map changes will help local outlets cover things more fully – and correctly.  Fact sheets might address general background about the changes, the partnership between the community and FEMA, the benefits of upcoming changes and the impact on residents and key stakeholders.  
“Common Questions” documents.  Anticipating and answering common questions before they are asked is always a good idea.  Not only will it limit the volume of media calls to local entities, it will allow you to provide well thought out answers that may not be as easy to come by in a press conference or interview situation.  Provide media with a fact sheet of common questions to positively shape both the questions and answers that media are likely to focus on.  
Presentation.  Developing a brief PowerPoint presentation that provides some context for the changes, establishes benefits of the effort and stresses the outreach being done to educate citizens and affected industry groups will help you stay “on message” in a variety of settings, from town halls to editorial board meetings with the media.  
Suggested activities

Press conference.  A press conference to brief media on levee status changes is a direct and effective way to generate coverage of your issue, and should be a standard feature of any media plan.  Inviting media to a press conference is not only a signal that you welcome coverage, it also allows you to answer questions and engage them in a continuing dialogue about the changes and what they mean.  To emphasize the partnerships in place, include speakers in leadership positions with key departments and agencies in the event.  Local floodplain management officials, town/county commissioners and FEMA regional office staff should be on hand to ensure that a range of questions can be effectively addressed.  Press conferences are most effective when you have an announcement to make, so tie your media event to major developments in the map change process to make your briefing newsworthy.
Editorial board meetings.  Meeting with editorial boards to explain upcoming changes goes a long way toward positively shaping the way a local paper covers your issue.  Because editorial boards regularly publish the opinion of the entire outlet on an issue, a good article can amount to a powerful endorsement.  Just as important, good

initial coverage coming from an editorial board meeting can “soften the ground” for continued fair and positive reporting and can influence the way other outlets cover your news. 

Post-Announcement desk-side interviews or “brown bag” briefings.  Sometimes a less formal setting is most advantageous for truly engaging media.  In the weeks and months following a press conference announcement about upcoming changes, media will likely have follow-up questions and will look to you for answers.  Providing them with information through informal desk-side interviews or brown bag briefing sessions will not only allow you to provide more detailed information than is possible in a traditional press conference, it will allow you to get out from behind a podium and show that you are committed to working with them on stories.  Setting this kind of tone with local reporters will help gain their respect and establish you as a valued source of continued information. 
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