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ready access to the president in a morass of 22 agencies combined into the De-
partment of Homeland Security with its focus of international terrorism.
FEMA lost power, active programs, authority, and many skilled personnel as a
result of the reorganization. Many of the top people in the Department of
Homeland Security had had little experience with domestic natural disasters.
Many of these personnel were concerned with tightening national borders, not
respecting local differences. It was easy to accept the media view that Katrina
was the southern version of 9/11 and that New Orleans was “Baghdad South,”
needing law, order, and the military to quell the urban chaos.

There was a tendency to see every consequence as a result of Katrina. How-
ever, victims, without resources and in need of help did not have those re-
sources before Katrina. Many damaged houses were only dilapidated before.
The devastated health care infrastructure in the region was already on life sup-
port before Katrina. External authority was not a solution for decades of eco-
nomic deprivation. With little knowledge or experience with the range of lo-
cal disasters, it is likely that top government officials increased their limited
knowledge of disaster response by watching television and distrusted reports
from their knowledgeable employees on the ground.

A final question might be asked as to why the media framed disasters in
terms of the themes described here (i.e., finding damage, death, help, author-
ity, and the bad guys). The answer to this question must be put in the context
of the role and functions of the media generally and following disasters specif-
ically. During the aftermath of a disaster, the media have generally been char-
acterized as “conveying inaccurate, biased or sensationalistic information”
(Rodriguez et al. 2006) that significantly impacts how governments, organiza-
tions, and the general population perceive and respond to disasters. Actually,
Dynes (1998) argues that the media define what is a disaster. As argued by a
number of colleagues, although the media can play a critical and positive role
following disasters, they also tend to provide biased, exaggerated, and inaccu-
rate information that overplays human loss and suffering and physical de-
struction (see Fischer, 1994; and Pérez-Lugo, 2001; Rodriguez et al. 2006). As
Mileti (1999) has argued, this portrayal of disasters and their aftermath result
in both decision makers and the general public (those impacted by the disas-
ter agent and not) reaching incorrect conclusions about the event thus im-
pacting the decision-making process.

Nevertheless, in the world of the media, this is the type of news that is per-
ceived as “newsworthy” in order to “captivate” the audience, to increase the
number of viewers, and to impact its ratings. It is in this context of a media
frenzy that the previously mentioned frames are particularly important.
Therefore, the so-called experts (including elected officials and other govern-
ment representatives) are interviewed and asked to provide data, informa-
tion, and opinions (but mostly opinions) on the physical, social, psycholog-
ical, and economic impacts of the disaster dgent. As the case of Hurricane
Katrina clearly illustrates, many of these “experts” are uniformed individuals
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providing “facts” that are based on inaccurate or incorrect information, por-
raying a state of chaos and anarchy in which antisocial behavior prevails in
the impacted communities. However, these issues are not surprising to disas-

scholars and researchers who have studied the role and impact of the me-
dia following disasters. Katrina is just another reminder on how the media
in their search for ratings) can serve to inaccurately promulgate a state of un-
certainty and destruction while neglecting emergent prosocial behavior char-
acterized by altruism, cooperation, and social cohesion (Rodriguez, Trainor,
d Quarantelli 2006).

NOTES

This article was initially posted on the Social Science Research Council website “Understanding
Katrina: Perspectives from the Social Sciences” in October 2005. For more general information on
“the media in disasters, see Quarantelli (2002) and Scanlon (2006).

1. The Galveston hurricane (or better known as “the storm”) devastated Galveston on Septem-
ber 8, 1900. A category 4 hurricane, it is estimated that this storm resulted in over 6,000 deaths,
primarily in the Galveston area, and over 3,500 homes were completely destroyed. This storm has
"~ been recognized as the “deadliest natural disaster” in U.S. history.

2. According to 2004 data provided by the U.S. Bureau of the Census, 68 percent of the popu-
-~ lation in the city of New Orleans was African American (compared to 12.2 percent for the United
. States), and 23 percent of all individuals in the city were living below poverty (compared to 13.1
percent for the United States).




