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ABSTRACT

A study was conducted for the President's Commission
on the Accident at Three Mile Island to analyze coverage of the
accident by ten news :organizations: two wire services, three
commercial television\networks, and five dally newspapers. Coples of
"all stories and transc¢ripts of news proarams during the first week of
the accident were exdmined from the perspective of a time line of
events at the nucledr reactor. The study fogused on. 20 critical
events during that veek. College gtudents were trained to code the
printed and transcribed news stories, and interviews with all major
of ficials and public relations personnel involved in management of
the accident were availahle to cross check: information. Findings
indicated that (1) news.of-events was delayed or unreported, (2)
disputes among officlals were unreported, (3) news coverage reflected
confusion a&mcng sources, (4) background or contextual information
failed: to be included, (5) presence of a gas bubble in the reactor
vessel was not overplayed, and (6) coverage,relied on secordary
sourceés. (AER) . :
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This research was conducted, for the President's Commission on
the Accident at Three Mile Island with David M. Rubin, Peter
M, Sandman and Patricia Weil, and with the assistance of

Ellen Glessman, Donald O'Grady, Trisha Thompson and Martsa
Hollister, S o
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. There are ti&es wﬁen the role of the news media in
the political system shifts from being merely necessary
to being crucial. With panic and catastrophe in. the air,
flaws in the information chain between official and citi-
zen threapeh the me:;al and physifal well-being-of the/“>
’population. ! Disasters and disé}ders are such occqskons.
After the events of the .sprina of 1979 near Harrisburg;
Pennsylvahia,(it is now clear that nuclear accidents must
be added to that list.

On the morniﬁq.of March 28, 1979, a series of human
and mechanical errors preQentedethe cooling system for.
one of Metrgpolitan Edison's, two nuclear reactors on Three
Mile Is}and from functioning properly. The fesult(was what
the P:ésident's Commission on the Accident.at Three Mile
Island labeled "the worst accident in the hisfbry of com-
mercial nuclear power generation." 'Bétween 300 and 500
reporterg covered the story. At Three Mile‘Islipd‘thcsé
reporters met one of tge most politically charged issues

of the past few years; they met a technology most (did not

* understand; and’ they met of ficial sources who weré not

/ a
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prepared apd not anxious to provide candid information, /

- And reporters faced these problems while trying to service
. L]
v ) \

of public policy and

flee, During the accident a Muclear Reaulatpry Commission

official séid, "We face \the ultimate risk of a meltdown.”

catastrophic radiplogital conse-
’ Y

quences for the population in the immediate area and heyond.

fR*meltdoyn could have. ha

How well did the news mcdia perform in, this aifficult
\ - , .
"situation where thc;r performance was ppitical? In other

. v
’ - N F

- words, in a drisis with far-rcaching palitical ihplicatipns'

T ——

: and destructive potential, how well did the news media do
their job .0 f informing the public? The Task Force on
Public Information was charaged Q%th investigating this

queétion for the President's Commission on the Accident at

~

Three Mile Island. As part of this investigation, the -

v L 4
authors conducted a content analysis of coverage of the

major events.gf the accident in qelected news media.

In our. analysis we looPed for ansyerq to the following

&

qu.estions: pid the Iwedia cover the significant events of
the accident? Wds coverage of these events clear and )
accuraté? Diq;the mediajﬁ;ovidé fhe chiground énd con-
textunl infOrhation necded-to understand\these events?
v Were the events exadagerated by ﬁhd medla? And what were

”~
the sources of the information or misinformation on these
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events that was.reported in the media? In answerina these

&~

questfons we hoped to shed light on the quality and scope

o

of the information the news media provided the pnﬂlic
ahd to find indications of the causes of deficiencies in

that'information. o= o T

Acébfdinq to past rescarch, pdrtentéufor press perfor-
mance at Three Mile Island were not good. Scanldn in
JOURNAT,ISM QUARTERIY quotes Dyne as saying, ”Eag&y media

recports of an unexpeccted event will tend to exaggerate the

wl

extent of the crisis. Md Scanlon notes Barton's state-

ment 'that "the media will disseminate fragmentary\and spec-

A
ulative reports WILhOUt chockinq thelr accuracy.” “In his

own study of coverage of six events, anqing from a policc—,
. . <
‘man's murder to a major gas explosion, in selected Canadian

news media, Scanlon found that "the genefal impression left

by the media accounts was; on the whole, accgrate."2 But

.

on significant q’tai]s of these trachios he- said his research

tends to confirm the pessimistic findings that other scholars
have reporte&: "The media were inaccurate, confused and

contradictory." It is also interestinag to note that all the
I s r \
errors Stanlon caught were “in statements$ that were not at-

4

tributed; no source was agiven for the misinformation.

-

Three Mile Islamj, of course, was more than a cri is;
it wasf% scientific crisis -- perhaps the worst in American
history. If research on crisis coverage has” not becn en-

couraging, the literature on coverage of sciéﬁce provides 1b

_more cause for optimism. In a study in which articles or



science appearing over a three month period in a sample of

20 newspapers with circulations excecdina fjfty thon and

were reviewed by the bcientists cited in the articlnq,

Tankard and Ryan found that the scientigts reported that

' . ¥3
only 8.8 percent of the stories contained no crrors. And

in an earlier study of science coveraae, in which readers'

recountings of 75 articles on scientific issues that appeared

. 1 .
in 14 midwestern metropolitan daily necwspapers were checked
) ’ - SN
by the scientists cited in ‘thé articles, Tichenor, Olien,
o -

Al
Harrison and Donohue found the hlqhest reported accuracy

when articles were based, on the heaviest face to-face contact

/

between reporter and sourcc.1 Such face-to-face interaction

was infrequent during the accident at Three Mile Island.
Reporters received most of their inférmation in large press
bnicfings. Tichenor, Olien, Harr;¥on and Donohude found that
/?fticles on science written after coverage of a single public
meeting avenaged only 51.9 percint communACation accuracy
when readers' recountlnqs were-examined by thg scientists,
However, a positive trend in science coveraqe was spotted
by Cole who’ compared science coveraqe in four metropolltan
newspapers 1n*1951, 1961 and 1971 and found reporting of
controveAsy increa::i‘ng.'S | ; .U
' . NG .
Analysis of coveraae of the accident at Thnee Mile Island |
meant extending this research on the adequacy of crisis a;ﬁ'

" sciehtific journalism into additional areas of pressing-iﬂf

portance. Failures in jreporting of gscientific issues.here

- could have had immediate consequences for public healtn.and 3
‘ -4~ D .
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safety. This. was a prolonged crisis durina which the danger

of panic or catastrophe was cover present. This crisis also
. . .
reccived media coverage of a different level of intensity »

than any of the crises studied by Scanlon,

N ' . .
’ Mcthods T :&

The analysis was restricted to the first weelr of cover-

i \
- age -- from the declaration of a general oﬁergoncy'ob

-Wednesday,morﬁinn, March 28, to the realization that the sit-

vation was stable and the danger of a meltdown had passed on
]

Tuesday, April 2. Ten news organizations were selected for

analysis: the two major suppliers of information to,Ehe na-

¢ -~

tion's néwspapers and broadcast stations -- the Associated
Press and United Rress-International; the three commercial

television networks -- ABC, CBS and NBC; threce of the country's

] - —

most influential newspapers, which also function as supplicrs

’

of news 'to other papers throﬁgh their news services -- the

< -

New York Times, Washinaton Fost and Los Angeles Tjymes; and
the two major nkwspapers in the area of ‘the accident -- the

Harrisburg Patriot/Fveninag Mews ard Philadeilphia Inauirer.

A study of the 50 United-States ndwspapers on file at the New

-

York Public library showed that these papers received the
large majority of their news on the: accident from the news orq%pi—

zations in our study.

L

"Copies of all stories transmitted nationally on the
N

"A wires" by the wire services that related to the accident .

: y
or nuclear power were obta&ned,'alond with copies of the fipal
edition of each of the newspapers and transcripts of network

evening and morning news progrdms and'netwopk specials on Threc

( | S - ‘,7’ _ -~ . o
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Mile Island. . .

Other studies 6f science rebortinq have relied 6h
sonrces' evaluations of stories in which they are cited.
1he‘resources-of.the President's Commission enabled us to

J{use a less subjective standard for evaluating storics.

. . We relied on an exhaustive time line of.events at the reactor
-« L ~ * :
prepared by Commission staffers, Media coverage was ecxamined
' - '

from ‘the ‘perspective of this comprehcensive reconstruction of
1

eve&ts. ‘Our standard for accuracy and completeness, therefore,
was similar to that used in Scanlénﬁs study in which re-
searchers were sent to the scene of each crisis to provide
detailed accounts of what occurred.

The study focused on 20 critical eventﬁ during the

week of the accident (see box). In addition, 42 backaround

or contextual facts were included in the analysis. . For example,

for the first event, Metropolitan Edison's declaration of
9 ' : :
a general emergency, the \fact that a general emerdency’'is the’

-

-

- highest ievel of nucléar power plant emergency or radiation

»

: \ emergency was included as & backaround fact.

Nine ¢toders, graduate'and underaraduate stiudents, were

) ’ _f employed in the study.vSThey were required to note the appear-

ance of an event or'backqgouﬁd fact in a story.' Certain
. words ‘or réstrictgd synonyms for those words had to be present

for an item to he noted as having been mentioned. For the

/

declaration of the general emergency, for insténce, it was

necessary that the article use the words.“gen%?al emeragency.”

-
v
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Fach time an item was mentioned in a differcnt article

or by different sources within the same article it was
recorded. The coders also noted the source to which the
story attributed the item, if any, and any discrepancies

-

[ from the workina of the item that had been prepared bascd
"on the time linc, |
There was a two-weeck trainina beriod for éhe coders

during which the% wvere briefed on tﬁe accideﬁt, acquainted
with much of the gvailaﬁle publ}shed information on the
acgident,_asked to memorize all 62 eventg and faéts, and
drill;d in the content anéiysis until~they were agrecing

. approximately 90 percent of the time. The coders were placed

into three teams of two and ohe team of threc.

Finally, in analvzing the results of our study we had

! v
staffers with all the major officials ‘and public relations

access to detailed interviews conducted bxwother Commission

Qersonnef involved'iﬁ manadement of, the accident, and-we

had copies of ali\the press releases they issued as vell

as transcripts gf their bfiefings, meetings and some of their

conversationé?/llt Qas possible to trace ,virtually all the

information and misinformation that appcared in media COVangc.
e Therefore, in our results we can frequently go beyond noting

what was and was not reported, and indicate what information

. . .
was available to reporters, and what sources and officials

‘were saying at thq time,

P d
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R¢sults

News of Eyonts Delayed ox Unreported
\bGSpite the facg that officials had bequn to discuss
the possibility that the reactor‘coreﬂwas partially uncovercd
on Wednesday afternoon, the fi{ét mention of this fact in
the ncws media surveyed whs in the Washington Post on Fricay
morning, MetrqQpolitan FEdison began releasing waste water
into the\SUSQUChénna at 2:30 Thursday_afternoon: it was
not reported until the information was relecased in a press
réleasc after'midnight. Potasium iodide was brought to the
™ s{€e on Saturday; it was nof reported until Monday.
Other significdant ecvents were missed combletely dufina
the period surveyed in,thé media surve&ed. There was no
mention of the -evacuation of MetYopolitan Edison employees
- from the reactor céntrol room, Durinqhzhig period, the
media sd}veyed di not report on the ongoina strugale Wednesday
to start the reactpr coolant pumps -- perhaps the Yey to
understanding the scope of the accident. Transcripts of
their briefinqs. and press rcleases indicate that the Nuclear
Regulatory'Commission and Metropolitan Edison never spécifically
announced that the puﬁps were not oﬁeratinq for significant
tggriods of time¥M\howeVer, reporters with.the.proper technical
background might have heen aﬁle'to deduce this from other .,
available informgtion. Siﬂce no one mentioned that the pymps
were off, it is not surprising that th?re was only one offhand

Mention, on ABC,‘bf the fact that the pumps had been turned on

Wednhesday evening.
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Nuclear Roqu]ator( Conmission enginecers concluded

by Wednesday aftefnoon that there th.nCVOT been any danger

of a bubhlo\explosion within the reactor VOséo], according

to transcripts of their conversations and interviews with

the principals. This too went unreporéod, and the media

surveycd continucd to discuss the danaey of such an cxplo-
- sion. Transcripts and later interviews indicate that

facts such as this were delayed,. withheld or intentionally

obscured by officials. It is not clear whether they miaght

have been obtained thrbuagh more enterprisin& reporting.

Disputes Among Officials Unreported
Governor Thornburch's yecommendation that: pregnant
?l ~ women and pre-school qhildren leave the area, announced at
a press conféerence, is the type of story the media can
cover easily and well. All the media we surveyed had the
story, and by the next morning all except the lL.os Angeles
Times provided the information necded to understand Thorn-
burgh's action -- the fact that fetuses and children are
more vulnerable to radiation than adults. However,\the media
& .surveyed missed the major behind-the-scenes story, a story
that certainly would have bheen of siqnifiCance'éo their
audiences: Shortly before Thornburagh's annbundement thé
Nuclear Regulatory Commission had recommended a mass eyacuation, ,
State officials had disaqreed. None\of this_was repértcd.

Certainly .therc was no shortage of coveraac of the fact

that officials were releasing conflicting and confused state-

| e —— s — o B——

ments., Whole articles were wwitten on the subject after the

1200 mx/hr burst of radiation. Yet despiée all the atfontién-

\)‘ ) ' . : ll
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paid to the confusing and conflicting information officials
»were releasing, the news media survoyéd missed .the much more
. important Story that the decision makers themscelves were
confusecd ané in conflict‘on major issucs. To be sure, these
stories were not beina handed to reporters. However, two
clues were available on thce mornina of Thornhurqh's_anﬁounqb~
N ment that might ﬁavo 1qd enterprisina reporters to the
controversy surroundina the cvacuation: An evacuation alert
had been broadcast over local radio, ahd residents had béen
ins£ructod to stay indoors. NoO onc pursued thesc clues and
, found the story. . )
The media surveyed also missed the political jockeying
. that occurrcd.after Metropoljtan Tdison dumped the WAste water
) , )
intg the Susquchanna, although the jockeying was probably
more' significant than the dumping. Only the Mssociated Press
_énd the Washinqgton EQEE mentioned tﬁat the Qumpinq of waste
water was stopped for some hours before. being. resumed with

N ~

permission. None of the media surveved Yeported that_}he
Nuclear Reqgulatory Commission had specificéll} ordered Metro-
bolitan rdison tq stop the dumpina._ Similar h'e:hi'r{d—the—~
scenes disputes on the 1200 hr/hr burst of radiation and on -
the meanina of a qgeneral emergency also went unreparted. |
éole's findina that reportiﬂq qf cdn£poversy has been

a

increasing in science coverage. was not evident hexe. 7

reflected Source Confusion

our’ findings here contrast with Scanlon's. The mis=

flO—

12 | -




information on the events we looked for that appeared in the

o

‘ . media surveyed generally was attributed, usually to official

soufcef. In/ébneral, confusion among official sources was

~ ' mirrored by confusiont in ‘the media. Majo; éistéftigns in
tﬁe picture preseﬁtéd the public of sianificant aspects‘of
the aécident were caused by faithful feporting'of official "
statements.,

+ -

For example,.the question of whether there had bheen damage

P 4 to the gore was the second most mentioned item in our étudy,
. but media coverage of the question was confuscd and conflict-
-3 ing)in large,part because Nuclear Reqgulatory Commission

' - * -officials on site werqueported to be denylnc ‘that therc had
| béen any fuel damaqe well after Nuclear Regulatory '‘Commission
officlalq in Bethesda were reportéd to have acknowledged
that there had been damage té the core. O©On the Agsoc1ated
Préss cycle from noon to midniqht Wednesday, therehwere.
stateménts from Nuclear Regulatory Commission offiéials in
'ﬁi( S Bethesda say}ng the core was appérently damaged and two
~contradicto§y Sta£ements from Nuéleaf-chﬁlatory Cbmmissiop

.

officials on site saying the accident "caused hojéamaqc to the
%@? ¢ " reactor core.," Similarly, the media faithfully reported

. " ] .o ) . , ’ . )
statements denying that operator error had contributed to the

accident ¥ong after operator error was being discussed ‘as a

"Caﬁée”éf‘the acecident "in ¢fficial circles. The Nu;iear.
'5;f T' .Regulapqry Cqﬁmission wag” discussing operator error as eérly
- éé Wedneﬁday afternobn'é;cbrding to tiaﬁscripté and inter_
views w1th the’ prin01pals yet on Frlday morning the New York

1pimes carried OfflClal denials that operator error had contrl—
-d—-q-—-——

' ) - . } . AN .
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/
buted to the accident. Throuchout the carly days of the

accident the media surveyed echoed official statements -
by emphasizina equipment mal function as the <ause of the

* v
accident. The Presicdent's Commission and other investiga-

tors, however, have since placed fhe majority of'éhﬂ_hlame

N

on operatol error,

Of all the event;‘studied,'MeifOpolitan Idison's venting
\ . \

of the 1200 mr/hr bhurst of radiation was prohahl? the one on
which officiai sourfes were most contradictory.- Rgain
this confusion was reflected in news accants. The media
surveyed'carried incorrect sffTbial statements saying fhat
the bﬁrst had been unplanned, unexpected and uncbnfrolled.

\ 'And 6nited éress International also reported a statement

saying that the burst had ¢ ' maximum radiation level of

3506 mr/hr," attributed to an Atomi.c Industrial .Forum release. .

Failure To Intlude Background or Contextual Iformation

» In coverage of many of the events we looked at, the

media surveyed failed to pravide information necessary to
understand the sianificance of the events. 'For example,

Metropolitan Edison declared a aeneral emergency at 7:24 ¢
)

Wednesday morning. The Associated Press mentioned that fact
l\ Lt R ) . R )
' ‘at 9:06, United Press International 49 minutes later. While

.. (specifically
telévision coverage of this event was spotty =-- CBS did not

~
[

mentipn it that evening, ABC called it a general alarm -- N

H;all the newspapers we surveyed, except the Los Angeles Times,

had the story by the next morhing. Nevertheless, none of the

.mgdia‘surveyed noted on Wednesday or Thursday that a general

¥ N
~
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emerqéncy is the hiadhest level of radiation emergency, that
1t‘is defined as an incident that has the potential for
serious radiolodical consequences to the health and safety
of the aeneral public, or that the main dccision that has fo

tm!apde after declaration ofia general emeraency is whether

-

to evacuate the locdl bopulatioﬁ; Later weconstructions
of events indicate that in large part this failure to nxﬁlain
the aeneral eme;qency can be traced to official confusion
and reticence, buf to the extent to which they failed to

press officials or develop other sourcég,roporters failed

—

» L3 ‘
their audiences.

]

Coverage of the dumpina of slichtly radioactive industrial

wastn water into the Susquehanna was also marked by an -
) - The , -
absence of backaround factngéfq sociated Press, United Press

International the New York ™imes, Washinqton Pést, Phila-
» -~ - - '

dolphla gglfor and CBS all had the story. All 'included

s atements that the water posecd llttle or no health hazard,
but only the Rssociated Press and épe Wathngton Post (which
carried the JAssociated Press stogy) noted that dump1nq$1ndustrial
waste water from the plant was a routine event, although
this iﬁformation was available in a press releasé.. And only
CBS réportcd that the material dumped into phe river did not
come from the accident. . These bachnrdund facts would have
heen useful to reassunre a distrustful puhlic. "
- Metropolitan Edisoﬁ's ventina of the 1200 mr/hr burst
of radiation was mentionéd 56 times in the news media sdrveyed,

but none of these med%e specifically noted that before reaching

populated areas radiation had dissipated to levels that did

AY

¢ . N , (
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not pose an- immediate health hazard. And CBS, NBC and the

— L T

los Angeles Times failed to accomﬁany their initial reports

on the burst with any numerical measure of the radiation it

,

contained.

.

of the-modia that mentioned the detection of radio-
active iodine in the area, only one, the Philadelphia Inouirerff"”"Aﬁzs

accompanied its report with the information necessary to -~
. . ya
understand the significance of that detection: the fact{

/

that radioactive iodine can collect in the body or in miik\\
/

E ol
None of these news organizations reporteé during the period
. o

’ e

surveyed that upon retesting iodine-131 levels were found to be
‘ SN
extremely losw. \)

Flnal%%, in discussing the fact that radlatlon above
bacquound levels had been detected up to 16 milee from the S
plant, none of the news media surveyed noted that the health
hazard of radiation is cumuletlve\ Only the Philadelphia

14
Inquirer and the Harrisburg Eveniha News included in this

conteyt information on yearly radiation exposure, which might

-

have helped thelr audicnces understand the 51qn1ficance df

the figures they-Were given.‘

~

Bubble Coverage Not overplayed.

The presence of the cas bubble in the reactor vessel was the
most mentloped item in our survey (151 mentions) It dominated = |
coverage of the accident from Friday eveninag to the end of
the period on Tuesday. Nowq of the hubhle and the dangers it

" ~

posed led to the most alarmina coverage in the media surveyed.

"The New York Times headline Saturday morning read, "U.S. AIDES

[ :
o, -14-16



SEE RISK OF MELTDOWN..." The Philadelphia Inauirer headed
L( story, "Possible 'Melt-down' Feared..." These wlories
werce based, accurately, on a Nuclecar Regulatory Commission
RIESS confe;enco in Bethesda at which a Nuclear Roau]atoxy
‘Ehmml ssion official said, "The risk involved is that the

gas would expand, prevent cooling of the core, that we could
suffer additional core damage...with the ultimate risk of a
.-meltdown." d

The news media surveyed did not play up one potentially

alarming fact -- that such a bubble was not covered in Nuclear

Regulatory Cbmmission plans. ABC, CBS, the Washington Post

- ~ » . .
and United »ss International did not report this fact during

the poriod sux ed. Oﬁ\the_other hand, AB¢, CBS, the New iﬁf

-

York Times and Harrisburg Evenina News did not protect . f/

against i po,s1h$o misunderstahding by notina that a hjgpégbn

bubble oxploston would bhe chemical, not nuclear.

- . ' £ 0 ! the
Perhaps the mo;t controversial story of the parlod wasy
Associated Press' Jturday niaght story attrlhutinq to a

Nuclear Regulatory Commission official the news that the
' of

bubble might explode in as little as two days. The source .
* ltranseripts and interviews demonstretel
of this story was not and has not beén identified, buu
(that it4
/ﬁld reflect a school of thought within the Nuclear Poqulatory

Commission at that time. Significantly, the As§ociated
Press .story was picked up by only one of the other media
surfeyed. The Philadelphia Inquirer mentioned it while reporting

that the Nuclear Requlatory Commigssion's Harold Denton discounted

*

the possibility of an imminent eiplosioh.

‘-1_5-1 1 7
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The media surveyed seemed attuned to the chanqes in
the Nuclear Pequlatory Commission's perception of the danqers
posed by the bubble on Friday. and Saturday. However, only

the Associatéd Press, Washinaton Post, Harrisburg Evening
——es . ————— e Ak

News agd ABC mentioned a statement by a Metropolitan I'dison

t
s o official Monday morning that the bubble was gearJy aone,

which was not surprising considerinag the state of Metro-

. , ~-

\ . ) L]
politan Edison's credihility at -the %ime and the fact that.

-

the statement was retracted. All the news media surveyed

on Monday and Tuesday reported Denton's encouraging state-

ments about the bubble.

Rfiii;:3(n18000ndary Sources '
\ -
¢ ' . . .
- . some important events, the failure of-offlcla% sources

. /
>, :
}o provide informat}é% td the media was partially remedied by

the use 'of secondary sources. The first mention of the

’ tn , | :
genexal emergency, b&T%é9001ated Press, was -attributed to
"a state police spokesman." The first mentjon of the role

of operator error in tﬁe accident, hy United Préss inte aéﬁonal{

was attrihuted to SéhatOr Gary Hart. And the first mention '
of fuel damage in the readtor, alsd by United Press Inter-
e . S , _

national, was'attributéd to Robert Pollard of thgti;ifgfgg

: A . ’ ‘
Concgeérned Sci®ntists. In these cases at least, wi official
sources blocked, the media surveyed were able to find other,

o .

if less satisfactory, sources.

.
.. s

Conclusions -

Were these critical events durinag the accident at Three R

2

Mile Island exaggﬁratcd by the media? No. ,Generally-covJ;age

«16~-
\
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of these evants in the media surveyed wags restrained.  Early

{

reports of the crisis did not tend to exaggefyate H; in fact,
by leaving out background-facts that would have underlined

its seriousness, these reports scemed to underplay the crisis,
L o4

And throughout the veriod surveyed, cven the most potentially

v, . - : s
alarming st?rleﬁ proved ta be accurate reflections-of official

Rl

conterns. What this study can not deternfine is whether of -~
ficials' themselves were 61

erly concerned or too sanquine.
Some of the_media'g agparcnt sobricty may have been duc

to the selection of clite news oraaningions for the study,
r

but much of it may have been Cahseq by the duration and the

aravity of the crisis. 1In situations of such persistent

"~
hazard, reporters would have difficulty ignoring their responsi-

bility ‘to avoid causirq needless panic. They seemed content
to err on the sidé of caution.

But thg grav1ty of the situation may also have contributed-
to a tentatlveness amonq otherwise aqquSQILG reportors,-a

he 1tancy to employ their normal skepticism and their usual ? ,

" . tools for diqgina boiqy the surface. In addlilon, repoxters

re

[ may havé/been too intimidated by the unfamlllar scientific

- and technical terms with which they were confrOntéd to purshe
U‘,g 'léads with.fh@ir nhrmal enterprng, The very inEensity of the
. COVeraqe, and therefore the swol]en size oi‘the presq corps, limiteéd
face -to-face interaction with officials and may also have
y q?dlcapped reporters.. For the fact femalns that many 1mportan£
storlés -~ such as the dispute on the need for a mass evacuation

and'a*e seriousness of the problems with the main core cooling
“ .

puinps -- went unreported. . ap
, s
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c_ So, did the nowl/mndin cover the si;nificant cvent s
s of the accident? Not all of them, Some information with.
imporxant health And safoty consequences for the people in
J the drea was not hbeina made available 4¢o those pecople by
the media surGQynd.
Was coverage of the critical cvents of the accident
\\c]oar and accuratn7ﬁ.¥eq and no. Generally the medtia sur-

/

vayed accurately reported the statements of off1c1a] sources.,

A Y

However, transcripts and later 1ntprv1cws demonstrate that
(A, the official sources Were often confused and conflictina.
Did the media provide the background and contextual
information neeggd to understand these events? Often, no.
The media ;urveyed'failed to place such significant events '
. as the declaration of i gencral emergency and the venting
of the 1200 mr/hr burst of radiation in meaningful contexts.
Nevertheless, ;n analysis éf the sources noted.in media
. *reports and transcripts and later interviews with officials
sﬂuw§that most of the hlame for these failures to provide
the public with necpsqary Jnformatxon, and the confusion
and inaccuracy in some of the 1nformation that was provided,
‘\\\ must res& with the officials in charqge. Off1c1a1J some times
_ mislad, sometimes withheld and sometimes were themselves mié—‘
\ £:formed;

As the Pre51dent s Commission recoqnlyed in such crises

a pbblic inf rmation system that provides the public with all

relevant i ation is imperative. Durlng a nuclear accident,
deficiencies in the information pravided the public, such as the
.ones outlined in this report, are not merely unfortunate; they

are unacceptable.
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-

CRITICAL EVENTS INCLUDED IN THE ANALYSIS AND THE DATE THEY OCCURRED

1. Metropolitan Edison dechares a general emrgency. ‘(March 28)
2. Realization that errors by control roomiperators may have
contributed significantly to the accident. (March 28)

3, Realizationy that equipment malfunction may have contributed

g significantly to the accident. (March 28)
L. State officials and Metropolitan Edison discuss evacuation. (March 28)
¢, Evidence mounts that core was uncovered and muclear fuel rods |
- damaged.. (March 28) | / N
6. Unnecessary personnel evacuated from Emergency Control Room because
. ? of pigﬁ radioactivity., (March 28) ‘
7. \Radiation,above background levels detected-up to 16 miles froﬁ
plant. (l;arch 28) - T |
, 8. Todine-131 found in alr on site. (March 28)
b. Radiation readings of 1-2 millirems per hour in Middletown. (March 28)
10, A reactor coolant pump is started. (March 28) ’
. " 11. Four Metropolitan Edison employees found to have received radiation

exposures in excess of the allowed ‘amount’ for a three-mont“,period. (March 28)
12. Metropolitan Edison releases slightly radioact}ve industrial waste
' water into the Susquehanna River. (March 29) ‘
| tiB. -k gas bubble containing hydfogen is now known to exist at the top of
the-reactor vessel, (March 30); ’
1Qu\ Metropolitan Edison vents biggest turst yet of radioactive gas into

atmosphere. (March 30)




15, Governor Thornburgh advises pregnant women and pre-school children

to leave arca within five-mile radius of plant. (March%g<

16. Bureau of Radiological Health brings in supply of non-radioactive

potassium iodide. (March 31) ! ' |

17. -'Gover;nment asks Metropolitan Edison to stop giving t,echnic.al

information to public, (March 31) ' }

18, Nuclear Regulatory Commission engine_ésx;s now think there had

never been any danger of an explosion. (April 1) ' .
: ' 19, ~Metropolitan Edison say‘the bubble ‘18 nearly gone. (April 1)

20. Nuclear Regulatory Conmission says the bubble \is nearly gone. (&pril 2)

.-
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