Warren Wilson College
Crisis Communications Plan
INTRODUCTION
For the purpose of this document, the term “crisis” shall be defined as any event or situation that has a significant harmful impact on the Warren Wilson College community. Examples of such include an act of physical violence on campus, major fire and serious work crew accident. The term is not intended to include isolated criminal incidents such as theft that are routinely handled by the security office. The director of public information has been designated as the official spokesperson for the college, including the period during or after an event or situation that generates interest from local, regional and perhaps even national news media.     

I. PURPOSE
Described in this document is the role of the public information director and other staff members in collecting and conveying information to the public during or immediately after a crisis.

II. SITUATION
     A. Each crisis will require a unique public information response. The extent of the response will depend on the nature of the crisis.

     B. The public information director's media contacts include print and electronic news media. During a crisis the director also will serve as a liaison with various campus units, including the Administrative Council.

III. ASSUMPTIONS
     A. The news media typically provide the only information the public receives about a crisis. Consequently, media relations is an essential element of any crisis plan. Because time is critical, an accurate response must be made -- or at least be available -- as soon as possible after the event has occurred and/or the situation has developed.

     B. A crisis usually is considered major news by the news media, and may result in more public exposure for the college than any number of "good news" stories.

IV. OPERATIONS

     A. General

          1. In order to ensure that the college's public response to a crisis is timely, accurate and sensitive, the public information director will coordinate crisis communications. If necessary, the director or the director’s designee will be available to serve as a spokesperson 24 hours a day, including weekends, to disseminate information and to handle new media inquiries. 

           2. During a crisis and its aftermath, the public information director or the director’s designee will serve as spokesperson for the college. Selected staff and the switchboard will be given the spokesperson's name and phone numbers (office and home) for referral of media phone calls.

           3. During the crisis period, the administrative assistant in the Office of Business Affairs will move to the college switchboard to answer and direct all incoming calls.

B. Phases of Response

          1. Immediate

               a. The Administrative Council will meet as soon as possible in special session with the public information director and other pertinent staff members (or their designees) to discuss what is known and being done about the crisis.

                b. The President's Office and the official spokesperson will determine if an official statement should be prepared and released. If warranted, they will also develop answers to specific questions that may be asked by the media.

               c. Spokesperson will brief any other staff members who are assigned to answer the phone or have contact with the news media. 

               d. Spokesperson will get basic information (e.g., type and time of emergency/disaster; actions taken; areas and number of people involved; fatalities/injuries and extent of damage) and prepare an official news release if necessary. All pertinent staff will be kept informed of new developments.

               e. Spokesperson will verify all sources of information.

               f. Spokesperson will clear news release with the President's Office as soon as possible before releasing it to the media.

               g. In cases involving employee or student injuries or deaths, families will be notified by appropriate staff members before the information is released to the public.

               h. Spokesperson will coordinate the proper release of factual information with law enforcement offices, local hospitals and/or disaster agencies, in an effort to provide prompt, accurate and complete information.

          2. Ongoing period

          In a crisis, the public information director will:

               a. Provide the public, via the news media and the college’s web site, with basic information about an emergency or threatened emergency.

               b. Working with the campus communications director who will have primary responsibility, keep the Warren Wilson community informed via the Internet and other means.

If relevant, advice will be conveyed on what community members should or should not do to prevent further damage or loss of life, panic or interference with emergency response efforts.

c. If pertinent, keep the public, media and college community informed about where    people can seek temporary housing, food, etc., and how more information can be obtained.

3. Recovery period

          The public information director or the director’s designee will issue media updates as long as necessary. Once the crisis has ended, the director will schedule a meeting of all key personnel to review all actions taken and possible lessons learned.

V. ORGANIZATION AND ASSIGNMENT OF RESPONSIBILITIES
     A. Organization

          1. The public information director or the director’s designee will coordinate crisis communications with the news media.

          2. College Relations staff members, as well as other campus units and staff members, will be called upon for assistance when necessary.

     B. Responsibilities

          1. The public information director or the director’s designee will compile and relay official statements to print and broadcast media.

          2. News conferences will be arranged by the public information director or the director’s designee. The president or the president’s designee will speak at a news conference when a major crisis needs to be announced or when updates are necessary.  

               a. Site: Kittredge Theatre lobby. The public information director or the director’s designee will call the theatre facilities manager to reserve use of the lobby for news conferences. If the theatre lobby is not available when it is needed, Canon Lounge will be the backup site.

   b. Time: Should accommodate the schedules of college personnel and the news media. In most cases the conference will need to be scheduled at the earliest possible time so that accurate information can be disseminated to the news media.    

   c. Parking: The public information director will coordinate with the security office. The unpaved area next to Bryson Gym is preferable as the area most convenient to the Kittredge Theatre lobby.  

      C. Media relations

          1. Interviews

          Members of the crisis team (see "D” below) will be available for interviews related to their specific areas. They may be interviewed at their office or some central location to be determined by the public information director and/or the President’s Office. If called directly by the news media, crisis team members may respond to questions in their area if they are comfortable in doing so, and should immediately inform the public information director of the interview.

2. General observations

          Dealings with the news media should be honest and courteous in order to foster confidence in, and respect for, the entire Warren Wilson College community. But neither staff members nor students should feel compelled to answer news media questions they are not comfortable with      or knowledgeable about.

D. Crisis team

           Depending upon the nature of the crisis, certain people will work directly with the public information director and the President's Office in order to aid the release of information. In most cases only one or two of the following will be directly involved.

          1. Dean of Students, as events pertain to student affairs.

          2. Director of Public Safety, as events pertain to campus safety.

          3. Dean of Work, as events pertain to the work program and/or to student workers.

          4. Vice President for Business and Treasurer, as events pertain to construction and related areas.

          5. Vice President for Academic Affairs and Dean of the College, as events pertain to academics.

          6. Dean of Admission, as events pertain to recruitment of students.

          7. Dean of Service-Learning, as events pertain to service-learning activities.


VI. DIRECTION AND CONTROL
     A. The President's Office will direct and approve the work of the public information director or the director’s designee.

     B. The dean of admission /director of marketing will supervise the work of the public information director or the director’s designee.

VII. NEWS MEDIA CONTACTS  

Primary: Director of Public Information.

Secondary: Campus Communications Director.

Secondary: Director of Publications.

(Adapted and drafted 7/14/98 – and revised 3/28/02 and 9/28/05 – from a crisis plan made available by Louisiana State University.)
