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Social Distancing. Sheltering in Place. Community
Lockdown. Churches closed. Restaurants closed.
Businesses closed.
We began hearing these words often from government
leaders, media spokespeople, friends and family during
March of 2020.
We found ourselves at the beginning of something that
would capture the attention of the entire world - a global
pandemic because of COVID-19 (Novel Coronavirus).

Coronavirus Diary 2020

May - June

4 of 98

Coronavirus Diary 2020

May - June

5 of 98

Coronavirus – Mother Nature’s Revenge?
I wondered how long it would take for someone to connect the current
global Coronavirus pandemic to climate change. As it turns out, not too
long.
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Moore and ‘Mother Earth’
Well-known filmmaker and climate activist Michael Moore said this week
that the pandemic “is simply acting as a gentle warning from Mother
Nature.” He called the pandemic a “serious, multilevel planetary
emergency” and said people should treat the pandemic “as if nature is
trying to tell our species to back off, slow down and change your ways.”
He also said we should take the virus “as Earth’s slap on our collective
face.”
Moore, speaking on his Rumble Podcast, asked an interesting question.
“You do understand that this planet can remove all of us in the snap of
its fingers?”
Moore described the earth’s ability to take revenge against us.
“For many years, we have been in the middle of what scientists call
the world’s Sixth Extinction Event. This planet can remove us all in a
snap of its fingers. Thank god it doesn’t have fingers. Nonetheless, if
you think Covid-19 has been a bummer, well, trust me, you literally
can’t imagine just how awful Earth’s revenge is going to be against us
for trying to choke it to (expletive) death.” Michael Moore, Rumble
Podcast
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Moore has done what many people do – personify nature. They don’t
acknowledge God as Creator, but they do speak of nature as ‘Mother’
and worship ‘her’ ability to bless and curse humans for how they treat
nature.
That’s been a problem for thousands of years – people’s worship of
nature instead of the God who created it –
“For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all
ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, who suppress the truth
in unrighteousness, because what may be known of God is
manifest in them, for God has shown it to them. For since the
creation of the world His invisible attributes are clearly seen, being
understood by the things that are made, even His eternal power
and Godhead, so that they are without excuse, because, although
they knew God, they did not glorify Him as God, nor were thankful,
but became futile in their thoughts, and their foolish hearts were
darkened. Professing to be wise, they became fools, and changed
the glory of the incorruptible God into an image made like
corruptible man—and birds and four-footed animals and creeping
things. Therefore God also gave them up to uncleanness, in the
lusts of their hearts, to dishonor their bodies among themselves,
who exchanged the truth of God for the lie, and worshiped and
served the creature rather than the Creator, who is blessed forever.
Amen.” Romans 1:18-25
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Greek mythology had a name for ‘Mother Nature’ – Gaia. Roman
mythology called ‘Mother Nature’ – Tellus Mater or Terra Mater. That’s
one way ancient Greeks and Romans worshiped and served the
creature rather than the Creator.
People today worship and serve the creature rather than the Creator
through similar concepts to ancient people. The creature, ‘Mother Earth,’
blesses those who treat her well and curses those who don’t. Moore and
others view the current coronavirus pandemic as a curse – a “slap on
our collective face: nature telling our species to back off, slow down and
change your ways.”
Michael Moore may fear the ‘revenge’ of ‘Mother Earth,’ but the
beginning of knowledge and wisdom is the fear of Almighty God. That
should be his concern and the concern of everyone living on ‘Planet
Earth’ – God’s Wrath, God’s Revenge, for how people have treated Him
and His Creation.
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God and Creation
“In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.” Genesis
1:1
God loves the heavens and the earth! He is the Creator of both.
Genesis chapters 1 and 2 tell us a lot about how much God loves the
world. Genesis 3 tells us what’s wrong with the world.
“Then to Adam He said, ‘Because you have heeded the voice of
your wife, and have eaten from the tree of which I commanded
you, saying, ‘You shall not eat of it’: ‘Cursed is the ground for your
sake; In toil you shall eat of it All the days of your life. Both thorns
and thistles it shall bring forth for you, And you shall eat the herb of
the field. In the sweat of your face you shall eat bread Till you
return to the ground, For out of it you were taken; For dust you are,
And to dust you shall return.” Genesis 3:17-19
God ‘cursed’ the ground (earth) because of Adam. God created Adam in
His image and likeness to “have dominion over the fish of the sea, over
the birds of the air, and over the cattle, over all the earth and every
creeping thing that creeps on the earth” (Genesis 1:26). It is the sin of
Adam that brought God’s curse upon Planet Earth – not the whim of
some mythical goddess.
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“For I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not
worthy to be compared with the glory which shall be revealed in us.
For the earnest expectation of the creation eagerly waits for the
revealing of the sons of God. For the creation was subjected to
futility, not willingly, but because of Him who subjected it in hope;
because the creation itself also will be delivered from the bondage
of corruption into the glorious liberty of the children of God. For we
know that the whole creation groans and labors with birth pangs
together until now. Not only that, but we also who have the
firstfruits of the Spirit, even we ourselves groan within ourselves,
eagerly waiting for the adoption, the redemption of our body. For
we were saved in this hope, but hope that is seen is not hope; for
why does one still hope for what he sees? But if we hope for what
we do not see, we eagerly wait for it with perseverance.” Romans
8:18-25
The Greek word translated ‘groan’ is στενάζω and means “to groan
inwardly because of pressure exerted forward.” It has the idea of the
kind of forward pressure involved in childbirth. That’s why Paul used the
term and wrote – “For we know that the whole creation groans and
labors with birth pangs together until now.” Adam’s sin subjected creation
“to futility, not willingly.” Our planet and the creatures who live on it were
negatively impacted by Adam’s sin.
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Fortunately, there’s hope.
“… because the creation itself also will be delivered from the
bondage of corruption into the glorious liberty of the children of
God.”
God cursed the ground because of Adam’s sin, but also promised ‘hope.’
“And I will put enmity Between you and the woman, And between
your seed and her Seed; He shall bruise your head, And you shall
bruise His heel.” Genesis 3:15
Our planet has been through a lot because of Adam’s sin, but relief is
coming. Creation itself “will be delivered from the bondage of corruption
into the glorious liberty of the children of God.” God has a plan to
‘deliver’ the Earth from the current “bondage of corruption.” That will
happen when God finishes His eternal plan to liberate the children of
God.
“Now I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and
the first earth had passed away. Also there was no more sea. Then
I, John, saw the holy city, New Jerusalem, coming down out of
heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband.
And I heard a loud voice from heaven saying, ‘Behold, the
tabernacle of God is with men, and He will dwell with them, and
they shall be His people. God Himself will be with them and be
their God. And God will wipe away every tear from their eyes; there
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shall be no more death, nor sorrow, nor crying. There shall be no
more pain, for the former things have passed away.” Revelation
21:1-4
Creation is groaning now, but God will make it all new when He liberates
His children from the “bondage of corruption.”
Can ‘Mother Nature’ (a non-existent entity) do that, Michael? I don’t think
so. Submit to the will of the God who saves.
“… if you confess with your mouth the Lord Jesus and believe in
your heart that God has raised Him from the dead, you will be
saved. For with the heart one believes unto righteousness, and
with the mouth confession is made unto salvation.” Romans
10:9-10

Thinking About Climate Change
You can read more about how God has dealt with ‘climate change’ in the
past and what He plans to do in the future by reading an article we wrote
last year. It’s available here – Thinking About Climate Change.
Scripture taken from the New King James Version®. Copyright © 1982
by Thomas Nelson. Used by permission. All rights reserved.
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Coronavirus – Where Were The Prophets?
We have seen many things in the past few months about the coronavirus
that have raised collective questioning. However, one question I have not
heard very often is this:
“Where were the prophets?”
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Many people today claim to hear directly from God on a regular basis.
Some hear His voice, some say He appears to them or brings them up to
Heaven to talk with Him. You can watch these ‘prophets’ make their claims
on many Christian television networks and YouTube and read about them
in different Christian publications. Many of these modern-day prophets also
claim to be able to heal people and do miracles on earth just as Jesus
Christ did when He lived on earth two-thousand years ago.
The question “where were the prophets?” addresses three important areas:
1. the modern-day prophets’ lack of knowledge about the coronavirus
and warning people about the global pandemic prior to the start of the
virus at the end of 2019
2. the prophets’ inability to heal people of the coronavirus or raise
people who died from the virus back to life
3. the prophets’ lack of power to perform miracles to bring an end to the
coronavirus and global pandemic once they learned about it in 2020
I’ve written for years about the New Apostolic Reformation (NAR) and its
belief in modern-day apostles and prophets. One reason for a special
interest in the NAR is that I attended seminars in the 1970s taught by the
man who later became the primary leader of the new apostolic movement.
His name was C. Peter Wagner. If you haven’t read our ongoing series,
Thinking About Christian Unity, I invite you to start with Part One. You can
find the list of articles here.
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Missing The Global Pandemic?
Many of the NAR apostles and prophets make annual prophecies about
what they say God told them would happen the next year. I started reading
their prophecies many years ago, then compared what they said would
happen to what actually happened. I have not been impressed. Their
prophecies are general in nature and vague in details. The prophecies of
both the Old and New Testament prophets were specific in nature and
focused on details. There really is no comparison between Bible prophets
and modern-day prophets.
Cindy Jacobs wrote an article for Charisma Magazine in January 2015 that
shared insight into the Apostolic Council of Prophetic Elders (ACPE), of
which she is a leader, and how the prophets come together to pronounce
the “word of the Lord” for each new year. The article is titled “2015: The
Turn-Around Year” –
“Each year, as we have since 1999, the Apostolic Council of Prophetic
Elders met before the New Year to pray and seek the Lord for a word. In
2011 we added a group of emerging prophetic leaders that, as of this
year, we consider fully seasoned members of our roundtable, and we
included their input as well into this word of the Lord.”
[Notice that Jacobs said in 2015 that members of the ACPE were “fully
seasoned members of our roundtable.” Did these seasoned prophets see
the coming of the coronavirus pandemic when they met in the Fall of 2019?
Let’s find out.]
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The Global Prophetic Summit, held November 14-16, 2019, had many NAR
apostles and prophets prophesy what God would do in 2020. This is their
promise on the GPS website –
“with powerful prophetic leaders from across the globe who will be
sharing God’s word for the upcoming season.”
Keep in mind that this prophetic gathering met about two weeks before the
first coronavirus patient showed symptoms in China.
Some of the apostolic and prophetic leaders in last November’s conference
included Cindy and Mike Jacobs, Guillermo Maldonado, Lou Engle, Bill
Hamon, Ed Silvoso, James Goll, Che Ahn, Jennifer LeClair, Sam Brassfield
and dozens of others. Not one of them prophesied about the coronavirus
outbreak and global pandemic that had either already begun or would
begin within a couple of weeks in China before spreading to other countries
several weeks later.
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The coronavirus timeline that has been verified so far shows –

•

The first patient in China showed symptoms of the virus the first week
of December 2019

•

Chinese health officials were told about the virus later that same
month

•

Chinese doctors reported they were fighting a mysterious pneumonia
in early January 2020

•

The World Health Organization (WHO) set up an Incident
Management Support Team on January 1, 2020 so they would be on
an emergency footing to deal with the virus outbreak

•

The first coronavirus case outside of China was reported in midJanuary 2020

•

The first coronavirus case in the United States was reported the third
week of January 2020

These dates will be of interest as we compare what the NAR prophets
knew to what Chinese health officials and WHO officials knew at the same
time. It seems the NAR prophets were far behind the secular world
organizations in knowing about the coronavirus.
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Cindy Jacobs and Kenneth Copeland
Cindy Jacob’s prophecies were published in The Elijah List on January 21,
2020, just a couple of months after the Global Prophetic Summit.
Remember that the coronavirus was already a health problem in China and
had spread to other countries by the time the article was written. Here are
some highlights from Jacob’s prophecy in early January 2020 in her own
words.
Here’s what Jacobs wrote on her ministry blog, dated January 16, 2020.
Let’s see if she says anything about the coronavirus or global pandemic,
keeping in mind that China and WHO already knew about it –

•

“2020 is significant in that it is literally a new era. One of the words
God has given is that we’re going to grow into our own skin. What do
I mean by that? We’re going to grow into the purpose of God that He
has for us. It’s time to intentionally say: what is my purpose, where
am I going in life, and how do I achieve that? And how do I do come
into conversion – a place where our full gifts, our full abilities are
used? It’s a very exciting season.”

•

“All of you are listening to this, and we want to give you hope for your
future. Maybe you’ve gone through terrible times of loss, terrible
times when you feel like you’ve had setbacks, but I want to say to
you: believe God. Believe God that He does have something
wonderful for you, no matter how many things have happened to you,
how much loss. I think many of us in the past few years have lost
family members; there are things that have happened to us that we
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didn’t want to happen. Sometimes it can make us feel out of control.
But this is a year where we are literally starting, not only a new
decade, but a new era.”
•

“This is a season where we’re going to have to go to war to come into
our reset and our blessings and our purpose. But don’t let that make
you afraid. Just learn how to go to war; it’s very important. This is
why, at Generals International, we teach on spiritual warfare. And we
tell people how to navigate in prayer and [deal with] the powers of
darkness coming against them. We need to go back and re-teach
those things that we taught many years ago, because one of the
things that my generation should do is teach the next generation what
we know, because my generation knew how to go to war.”

•

“We know in this 2020 season and from 2 Chronicles 20:20-21 that
there is a connection. The prophets prophesied, and the people who
believed the prophets prospered. And what did the prophets say to do
that would bring this blessing? It was worshiping the Lord – an
intense worship of the Lord and intentional worship of the Lord.”

•

“Another thing that we heard as we were meeting together is that this
was the 20th year of the Apostolic Council of Prophetic Elders. We
first began meeting in 1999, and in the 20th anniversary (which was
at the end of 2019), the prophetic movement in the year 2020 is
coming into fullness. Many are learning to prophesy around the world
and learning how to cooperate with the Holy Spirit. They’re learning
when God is speaking to them and how to hear the voice of God. We
especially see this in evangelism. It is so exciting.”

•

“We also saw that the prophetic is going to rise up in many spheres of
authority. There are going to be marketplace prophets. We were
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talking to one the other day, and he was telling us that when he’s with
a group of business people, he gets very detailed words.”
•

“If you are feeling something coming that is dangerous to your nation
or if you had a dream, many times that’s God telling you to pray about
that thing.”

•

“There are governmental prophets rising up and it’s very exciting.
This is a really common occurrence for me to speak to world leaders,
to give them prophetic counsel or to prophesy to them. That’s one of
the jobs of the prophet.”

•

“This is a time of very strong violence in the heavens. As we look at
nations, we see there’s violence in weather; there’s violence in the
earth – earthquakes (there was just an earthquake in Bogotá),
volcanoes erupting, weather-related patterns, fires breaking out.
Whether or not these things are natural, they do cause disturbance in
people’s lives.”

•

“Another thing the Lord showed us is that, of course, miracles are
going to keep playing a greater and greater part.”

•

“We are going to hear it in more and more agreement as many
prophetic streams come together. Great authority to make decrees is
coming, and governments will change as a result of these decrees.”

•

During the Global Prophetic Consultation (GPC), as we were praying
with the prophets from 42 nations, we felt like there was almost a
roar; we heard this sound of many waters like at Iguazu Falls in
Argentina, or a place where the power of the waters are coming
together strong. We are going to hear it in worship. We are going to
hear it in more and more agreement as many prophetic streams
come together. Great authority to make decrees is coming, and
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governments will change as a result of these decrees. We also
received an exhortation the Lord has really strongly given me: do not
simply prophesy the problems from the Earth, but if God gives you
these warnings, see heaven’s solutions. In other words, prophesy
from the throne of God. We are seated with Him in heavenly places.
Prophesy God’s solutions – what He wants to do and His heavenly
perspective.”
•

“And finally, for now, it is a year of reset. This is the day when we will
be anointed for reset. This reset will bring a breakthrough for
relations, for families, and for the nations. God is going to turn
impossible situations around. That’s an exciting word for 2020, isn’t
it?”

•

“You know, Mike and I had such a year of joyful increase. But we took
that word seriously. In fact, Mike and I always do this. We sow into
the word; we give offerings. The Bible says that ministers are worthy
of double honor, so we personally believed; we started giving cash
offerings to different people we knew. And we began to sow and sow.
We cast our bread upon the waters, and God just brought it back on
every wave. It’s amazing. I had spent some money, and we were at a
point where we needed a blessing to come; then last night I found
some money I didn’t even know I had. God is just wonderful to us.”

•

“I want you to learn to be a fighter this year. Don’t let satan run over
you like a smooth road. Decree and declare: ‘This is my reset year.
This is my year of restitution. This is my year of restoration. This is a
year when I’m going to see a blessing come to my life.”
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“Decide: ‘This is a year of complete realignment. I’m going to grow
into my skin. I’m going to come into the purpose and destiny of God.
I’m going to have restoration and restitution.”

•

“God bless you, and I want to wish you a happy 2020. I want you to
use this word all year long. Let God anoint your voice. Watch, and be
a watchman. Learn to go to war, and God is going to release a
blessing to you. If Satan robs from you, like the scripture I’ve just read
(Proverbs 6:30 and 31), tell Satan, ‘You’re going to have to give me
back seven times.”

•

“This is a year of reset, this is a year of blessing, this is a year of
roaring, this is a year of claiming and decreeing the promises. And if
you do this, you are going to see that this will be a year of blessing.
God bless you.” Cindy Jacobs, Generals International

Not one word about the coronavirus or global pandemic in a blog article
posted in the middle of January 2020 — several weeks after the beginning
of the virus outbreak in China and two weeks after the World Health
Organization set up a special team to deal with the outbreak. Does that
seem a little strange to you that a group of seasoned prophets knew
nothing about a pandemic that had already begun? They knew nothing
about it two weeks before the first patient showed symptoms in China,
knew nothing about it after WHO set up its task force, knew nothing about it
after the virus spread to other countries. Very strange indeed.
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Kenneth Copeland also views himself as a prophet and is probably the
wealthiest of the health and wealth prosperity gospel preachers today [his
personal net worth is estimated to be about 760-million dollars]. Copeland
says God speaks to him regularly, sometimes even as he is preaching.
Did God tell Copeland about the coronavirus and global pandemic in late
2019? Did God tell Copeland about it in early 2020 when the Chinese
government and World Health Organization already knew about it?
Apparently not because Copeland said nothing about a virus or pandemic
in videos or writings during the end of 2019 and early part of 2020. You can
see the sad details of what Copeland knew and didn’t know in this
video. Copeland prophesied about politics in a general and vague way, but
NOTHING about a virus and global pandemic. Not even a hint of a problem
even though the virus was already spreading.
Lots of words … but not one word about a global pandemic, not one word
about a virus, not one word of warning for what was already underway
when Jacobs wrote in January of this year. Not one word. Jacobs and all
the other ‘prophets’ that make up the ACPE (Apostolic Council of Prophetic
Elders, founded by C. Peter Wagner) MISSED the biggest global event of
2020 – the Coronavirus Pandemic. So did Kenneth Copeland. If their
success as prophets is based on God giving them specific details about the
future (like prophets in the Bible), they failed miserably. The virus raged and
spread and the NAR prophets were in the dark.
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Why? Did the NAR prophets miss what God was saying to them? Did they
misunderstand something He did say? Did God withhold the information
from them for some reason? Or does God not speak to these selfproclaimed prophets? Might they be hearing from another spirit? Might they
be false prophets?
I began reading and comparing the annual predictions of NAR apostles and
prophets many years ago. Their prophecies are usually so general that
almost anything could happen in the next year and the apostles and
prophets could point to being accurate in some way, some of the time. They
admit they are not always right, but being right some of the time has been
acceptable to them. That was NEVER acceptable in Bible times, but it’s
okay with them now. Why? Because that’s all they have. They don’t and
can’t live up to the prophetic model of the Bible, so they invented their own
model.
Even so, missing the global pandemic? How did the NAR prophets miss
that? If they’re hearing from God every day, as they claim, how did they not
hear Him say something about a pandemic that would bring the planet to its
collective knees just weeks after their annual prophetic meeting?
To their credit some NAR prophets are admitting to missing the
Coronavirus pandemic and talking about why they missed it and what they
can learn from it for the future.
Here are some of their comments shared in a recent podcast.
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Healing During The Pandemic?
Another obvious problem the NAR apostles and prophets have faced this
year is an inability to heal people since the coronavirus spread and became
a global pandemic. Even though they preach and teach a health and wealth
prosperity gospel, they have been unable to address the pandemic from a
healing perspective. They talk about their power to heal any sickness or
disease, but the NAR prophets have not been able to heal people or slow
the spread of the coronavirus.
On March 11, 2020 Kenneth Copeland asked his viewers to put their hands
on their television sets while he prayed that they would be healed and
protected from the coronavirus. He did that after anointing his television
staff with oil. You can see Copeland do that in this video from his television
program beginning at one hour and 20 minutes into the video (1:20:00).
Copeland claimed that when the anointing oil contacts their skin they are
healed and “invincible to viruses” (Copeland’s words). Copeland then
turned to his audience to offer them healing at one hour and 29 minutes
into the video (1:29:00). Interestingly, Copeland later instructed his
audience about how to wash their hands, clean surfaces with disinfectant to
kill the virus and take more Vitamin C to stay healthy during the pandemic.
You’ll see that beginning at one hour and 49 minutes into the video
(1:49:00). Keep in mind that Copeland shared basic health
recommendations just minutes after praying that the virus would have no
power to harm them and they would be healed and well.
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I’ve watched videos of several NAR apostles and prophets during the past
few months and none of them have demonstrated any ability to heal
anyone of coronavirus. They have cancelled meetings and conferences
and most with churches have closed their doors to meetings. Their
websites and videos recommend hand washing, social distancing,
sheltering in place, eating nutritious foods, exercising, taking walks outside,
etc. This is the same advice you can find on any secular health or wellness
website. The prophetic advice is the same as the non-prophetic advice.
Does that tell us something? It should.
If we are to believe their claims of power over every disease, healing
people with the coronavirus should have been an easy thing to
accomplish. NAR apostles and prophets claim they are able to do as much,
if not more, than Jesus Christ did during His earthly ministry. However, we
learn from the Gospel accounts that Jesus healed people of “every
sickness and every disease among the people” (Matthew 9:35). That would
include any viruses that might have been among the people at the time
Jesus walked on the Earth. Jesus healed lepers and raised the dead. It
seems strange that apostles and prophets of the NAR have so far been
unable to heal people of the coronavirus or raise the dead in light of their
boasts.
Justin Peters has done an excellent job exposing the NAR apostles and
prophets about their impotence during the pandemic. The video is very
long, but is well worth the time to learn about the inability of the prophets to
predict the pandemic and heal anyone from the coronavirus. You may also
be interested to read this article by Holly Pivec – The NAR antidote to
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coronavirus. She raises similar questions about many of the NAR apostles
and prophets (including Bill Johnson, pastor of Bethel Church in Redding,
California .. prophetic minister Shawn Bolz .. Mike Bickle of the
International House of Prayer .. prophetess Cindy Jacobs .. and prophet
Doug Addison).
In case you haven’t seen it yet, here is a video of Kenneth Copeland
‘executing judgment’ on the coronavirus on March 30, 2020. Copeland also
attempted to perform a miracle about a week later in early April 2020 to end
the coronavirus and pandemic by blowing away the virus with the “wind of
God”. You can watch the attempted ‘miracle’ here.
Question: has the virus disappeared yet? Did it blow away? Is it gone? How
about the pandemic? Is it still here? Why couldn’t Kenneth Copeland
perform a miracle that God told him to do? Might it be that Copeland does
not hear from God? Might it be that Copeland is not a true prophet of God?
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Bottom Line
The bottom line to all of this is that the self-proclaimed apostles and
prophets of the New Apostolic Reformation did not predict the global
pandemic, have no answer to why they didn’t know it was coming (even
though they claim to hear from God regularly), have no answer as to why
they didn’t know about it when the Chinese government and WHO knew
about it before they did, and have no healing power over the coronavirus or
pandemic.
Let me repeat that. The self-proclaimed apostles and prophets of the NAR
–

•

did not predict the global pandemic

•

have no answer to why they didn’t know it was coming (even though
they claim to hear from God regularly)

•

have no answer as to why they didn’t know about it when the Chinese
government and WHO knew about it before they did

•

have no healing power over the coronavirus or pandemic

If the people of God look at the facts of Scripture and what has happened
within the New Apostolic Reformation movement, they should all come to
the same conclusion. The NAR is impotent and devoid of God’s power and
blessing.
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“An astonishing and horrible thing Has been committed in the land:
The prophets prophesy falsely, And the priests rule by their own
power; And My people love to have it so. But what will you do in the
end?” Jeremiah 5:30-31
“Scripture taken from the New King James Version. Copyright © 1982 by
Thomas Nelson, Inc. Used by permission. All rights reserved.”
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Coronavirus – Reporting On A Pandemic
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I’m writing this brief article in hopes it will be of some
help to journalists who are reporting on the Coronavirus
Pandemic. I spent more than 30 years as a news
manager and hope some of that experience guiding
journalists will be useful at such an important time in our
nation’s history.
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History of Epidemics and Pandemics
Journalists have been covering epidemics and pandemics during most of
the history of the United States. We can look back at how journalists
reported on them.
The following list contains some of the major epidemics and pandemics
that affected people living in the United States. Some were localized in
that just Americans were impacted. Others were worldwide in scope that
affected many countries including the United States. It demonstrates
both how many serious disease outbreaks we have faced as a nation
and how journalists reported on them. What journalists reported became
part of our historical records.
•

Yellow Fever Epidemic of the late 17th to late 18th century

•

Smallpox Epidemic of the early to late 18th century

•

Flu Epidemic of the early to late 18th century

•

Measles Outbreak of the early to late 18th century

•

Flu and Typhus Epidemic of the late 18th century

•

Yellow Fever epidemic of the late 18th century to late 19th century

•

Typhoid Pandemic of the mid-19th century

•

Flu Pandemic of the late 19th century

•

Cholera Pandemic of the late 19th century to early 20th century

•

Bubonic Plague of the early 20th century

•

Cholera Epidemic of the early to mid-19th century

•

Scarlet Fever epidemic of the mid-19th century

•

Typhoid Epidemic of the early 20th century
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•

Spanish Flu of the early 20th century

•

Diphtheria Epidemic of the early 20th century

•

Pneumonic Plague of the early 20th century

•

Encephalitis Lethargica Pandemic of the early 20th century

•

Polio Epidemic of the early to mid 20th century

•

Asian Flu of the mid-20th century

•

Cholera Pandemic of the mid-20th century

•

H3N2 Epidemic of the late 20th century

•

Measles Outbreak of the late 20th century

•

AIDS Epidemic of the late 20th century to early 21st century

•

SARS Epidemic of the early 21st century

•

Chikungunya Outbreak of the early 21st century

•

Zika Virus Epidemic of the early 21st century

•

Swine Flu Pandemic of the early 21st century

•

Ebola Epidemic of the early 21st century, the Zika Virus epidemic
of the early 21st century

•

MERS-CoV Outbreak of early 21st century

•

Seasonal Flu Outbreak of the early 21st century (2017)

•

Coronavirus Pandemic of the early 21st century (current)

The way journalists in the United States reported on past disease
outbreaks, epidemics and pandemics is important to our learning how to
do a better job at reporting the current Coronavirus Pandemic and future
outbreaks of disease in our country and around the world. We can see
where journalists got stories right and where they got stories wrong. The
job of the journalist is to get every story right every time, but how do they
do that?
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Here are two examples of covering pandemics: one from my first year as
a full-time journalist and another from the year I retired.
The first was known as both the H3N2 Virus Pandemic and the Hong
Kong Flu. It began in China in 1968 and impacted the world for more
than a year. It killed more than a million people worldwide and about
100-thousand people in the United States. The majority of those who
died were 65 years of age and older. The H3N2 Virus Pandemic of 1968
has some similarities to the 2020 Coronavirus Pandemic in scope and
target.
The second was the novel H1N1 virus, also known as the Swine Flu. It
started in 2009 in California and eventually spread to other countries.
The World Health Organization announced that the pandemic ended a
little more than a year later. The Centers for Disease Control estimated
that several hundred thousand people died worldwide from H1N1. The
majority of deaths were people under the age of 65. One thought was
that younger people didn’t have antibodies to the virus that older people
had from a previous strain.
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Covering Epidemics and Pandemics
Covering epidemics and pandemics can be chaotic for a journalist
because of how much information is coming into newsrooms through
both official and unofficial channels. That information often changes from
one day to the next and is often contradictory. The job of the journalist is
to sort through that avalanche of information, do the necessary source
and fact checking, talk with experts to confirm the information to
determine what’s correct and incorrect, write their story in a way that is
clear and easy to understand while ensuring the accuracy of the story,
and present the story objectively through the journalist’s particular
medium (e.g. broadcast, publication, online).
Professional journalists in the United States are citizens who have
unprecedented access to the halls of power and information and into the
lives of other citizens through a variety of communication devices. What
journalists report often become what people believe. That is an
awesome responsibility that should make every reporter, anchor,
producer, editor and news manager in our country fearful of doing
anything less than their best to get their stories right every day.
Unfortunately, there is a growing trust gap between journalists and the
people they are reaching with their stories. A recent Gallup poll
(September 2019) found that “Americans remain largely distrustful of the
mass media.” Gallup began measuring trust in the news media in the
early 1970s. 68% of Americans said they trusted the media at that time
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and trust grew to 72% by 1976. However, that trust level had fallen to
53% by 1997 and to 32% by 2015. It is currently listed at about 41%.
Partisan trust and mis-trust in the media is part of the reason the
numbers have fallen. Here’s a quick look:
1997 Gallup Poll
•

Democrats — 64% trust media

•

Independents — 53% trust media

•

Republicans — 41% trust media

2008 Gallup Poll
•

Democrats — 60% trust media

•

Independents — 41% trust media

•

Republicans — 27% trust media

2019 Gallup Poll
•

Democrats — 69% trust media

•

Independents — 36% trust media

•

Republicans — 15% trust media

That is a huge divide in how Americans trust or distrust the news media.
Is there anything journalists can do to improve their fellow citizens’ trust
in their reporting? I believe there is. Journalists need to do the hard work
of restoring the trust that’s been lost.
In another Gallup Poll from 2018, 69% of the adults who said they had
lost trust in the media also said that trust could be restored. How so? By
being accurate and objective.
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Really? That simple? Yes, but a simple answer doesn’t mean an easy
fix. Older journalists and news managers are retiring or have retired. It
will be up to younger journalists and managers to turn the ship around
and head toward a more trust-worthy relationship with their audience.
Here are some thoughts about how they can do it.

Be Curious
A journalist should be curious about everything. Most journalists are
NOT experts on any particular subject, so curiosity is vital to finding all
angles to a story. I can tell a lot about a journalist’s curiosity by the
questions they ask in news conferences and on the street and how they
report what they see and hear. What I have seen and read in the past
few months (even the past several years) has demonstrated a
tremendous lack of curiosity on the part of many journalists. I sometimes
wonder if they think they are the experts on a subject. They seem to
have little to no interest in hearing any other information about a story
even when it’s handed to them by people with opposing viewpoints.
When I watch a news conference, for example, hear a reporter’s
questions and later see or read that journalist’s report, it often lacks a
sense of curiosity on their part. It’s painfully obvious that they could have
asked a wider variety of questions and done some basic research into
the answers they received that would have helped them present their
story in a way that made the story complete. So many stories today are
partial in both information, scope and perspective. Why?
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There could be many reasons for that. It may be that they just aren’t
curious. It could be they don’t care. It could be they are lazy. It could also
be they have an agenda or narrative to fulfill. An editor or manager may
be expecting a certain take on a story and the reporter knows they have
to deliver that particular perspective to keep their job. Whatever the
reason, it’s not good for journalism or for the country. People are
watching.
I know how the news business works and how it should work. I saw its
progression over a period of four decades. News managers have
tremendous power over their news team. They should use that power to
help their team members develop curiosity and find truth, not fulfill a
particular political or social agenda.
I lay the blame for poor journalism at three doors:
1. University Journalism and Communications Professors
2. News Managers
3. Media Owners
It begins in colleges and universities where aspiring journalists learn
about journalism and how to do it well. If bad seeds are sown in the
education of journalists, it is up to news managers to re-educate them. If
news managers sow bad seeds in the early experience of journalists, it
is up to media owners to change the negative atmosphere. If media
owners don’t make those changes or even support bad news
management, it falls to news consumers (viewers, listeners and readers)
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to do the heavy lifting of determining what to believe. That’s not how it
should work. People should be able to trust that the news they’re seeing,
hearing or reading is true and fairly reported.
Instead of pushing any particular social or political agenda or narrative,
news managers should teach their team the fundamental requirements
of real journalism and ensure that every story meets those requirements.
Media owners should demand real journalism from their newsrooms.
Journalists should be filled with wonder about the world and every story
they cover. They should appreciate the great responsibility they have
constitutionally. The First Amendment to the Constitution actually
protects the rights of journalists to do their jobs freely and without
interference from powerful people with biased agendas.
“Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion,
or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of
speech, or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to
assemble, and to petition the Government for a redress of
grievances.”
That always humbled me as both a citizen and member of the ‘press’
that the founders of our nation thought enough of the importance of what
I did as a journalist to protect that right against Congress and the
Government. However, that doesn’t necessarily protect journalists from
bad management or media owners.
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I often said that the most important story I’ve ever covered is the one I’m
covering right now. Journalists should never rest on their laurels or
awards. A news director told me as a young reporter that I was only as
good as my last story. That thought drove me to find more and more
stories through the years and for each one to be better than anything I
had done before. I was curious then – and still am.

Be Skeptical
A journalist should be skeptical. That means having “an attitude of doubt
or a disposition to incredulity either in general or toward a particular
object” (Merriam-Webster). Being skeptical in the original sense of the
word (from the Greek skeptikos) means being “an inquirer.” That’s
someone who is “unsatisfied and still looking for truth” (Encyclopedia
Britannica). It doesn’t mean that we are still skeptical when we find the
truth. Skepticism ends when truth is told. It means not being satisfied
until truth is found. Truth should satisfy the skeptic. Truth is the goal. The
fact that so many journalists today seem satisfied with stories that
obviously are not complete and often not even right is a national tragedy.
The founders of our country understood that because of their experience
with previous governmental tyranny.
I was skeptical of what people in power said and how they answered my
questions. Just because someone in power says something does not
make it true. Powerful people at every level of government, military,
business and religion may or may not be telling the truth at any given
time. So, our job as journalists is to be skeptical of what they tell us until
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we find the truth. Once truth is found, we can report the truth and be
satisfied truth has been told. Then we move on to the next story with the
same skepticism and drive to find truth again. It’s a wonderful process
that will get you up in the morning and keep you awake at night.
That truth-seeking skepticism led me to become an investigative reporter
and eventually manage a team of investigative reporters. Unfortunately,
there are not many real investigative reporters today. Most of the
journalism I see, hear and read is basically repeating what people say
rather than doing the hard work of digging deep to discover if what they
say is true or not. Once truth is found, report it. I can tell you from
personal experience that real journalism will take over your life. It is a
high calling that comes with a personal price, but a price worth paying.

Be Objective
Objectivity simply means a “lack of favoritism toward one side or
another: freedom from bias” (Merriam-Webster). Fortunately, I had an
old-school professor who drilled into me and other students the
importance of being fair and objective. We had many interesting
conversations in the classroom about the world we were about to cover
as journalists and two things were of utmost importance to the professor:
objectivity and accuracy. I agreed and determined to be that kind of
journalist.
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My early news managers also insisted that we reporters be objective in
all of our coverage. We were to be unbiased in every aspect of our
reporting – from asking questions, to researching the answers we
received, to writing stories, to selecting the soundbites from interviews to
insert into the story-telling process, and how we presented the stories
visually and audibly on air to ensure objectivity.
We were not to take any side in any story. We were not even allowed to
take a position politically in our community. That included having
campaign bumper stickers on our cars and campaign signs in our yards.
I remember news directors asking us how people would ever trust us if
they knew our political leanings. I started my career as a political
independent and am still an independent to this day. If a news manager
even heard a hint of bias in something we said to someone in the
newsroom or to a contact on the phone or in a live report or in our writing
and reporting, we would be called into the manager’s office and our job
would be in jeopardy. I wonder if that’s still being done in newsrooms
today?
Why were those older news managers so tough on us young reporters?
Many of them were reporters ten or twenty years earlier and had helped
fight for a strengthening of journalistic principles. Many journalists in the
40s and 50s were little more than stenographers, note takers. They
simply wrote down what powerful people said and regurgitated the same
words in their news reports without any research, challenge or context.
Those older news managers had fought hard to get journalism back to
being fair and objective and they weren’t about to let a bunch of young
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reporters take the craft backward. I’m so glad for that kind of tough
conditioning as a young reporter. That early training was the foundation
for my career as a journalist.

Be Accurate
To be accurate is to be right about a story. Accuracy and Objectivity are
tied for #1 in journalism. We can’t have one without the other. That’s still
true today, even though we don’t see it often enough in actual reporting.
Here are some of the top examples from a variety of journalism
organizations. I was a member of some of these groups years ago and
am pleased they still have Truth and Accuracy at the top of the list for
ethical journalism. Reporters and editors who belong to these groups
should take note and ask themselves if they are living up to these
expectations.
Ethical Journalism Network’s Five Principles of Ethical Journalism
1. Truth and Accuracy
2. Independence
3. Fairness and Impartiality
4. Humanity
5. Accountability
American Press Association Principles of Journalism
1. Journalism’s first obligation is to the truth
2. Its first loyalty is to citizens
3. Its essence is a discipline of verification
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4. Its practitioners must maintain an independence from those they
cover
5. It must serve as an independent monitor of power
Society of Professional Journalists Code of Ethics
1. Seek Truth and Report It
2. Minimize Harm
3. Act Independently (serve the public)
4. Be Accountable and Transparent
Committee of Concerned Journalists Principles of Journalism
1. Journalism’s first obligation is to the truth
2. Its first loyalty is to citizens
3. Its essence is a discipline of verification
4. Its practitioners must maintain an independence from those they
cover
5. It must serve as an independent monitor of power
RTNDA** Code of Ethics
1. Truth and accuracy above all
2. Independence and transparency
3. Accountability for consequences
** The Radio Television Digital News Association (RTNDA) was called
the Radio and Television News Directors Association when I was a
member years ago.
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Conclusion
The news media today lacks the trust of the majority of citizens in the
United States. Watching newscasts (especially from networks and major
market television stations) and reading newspaper stories might explain
the reason for people’s distrust.
•

Reporters often withhold important information in their stories that
would give context and possibly change the narrative the station or
newspaper is promoting.

•

Reporters sometimes manipulate recorded interviews to give a
false impression about what the interviewee really said.

•

Reporters sometimes quote from one unnamed source. The old
rule for sourcing was three independent sources confirming the
same information. News managers had the final say in whether a
reporter could use triangulation in sourcing. They preferred to
name sources whenever possible so that the public could trust the
information reported, but would allow three independent sources
confirming information when they weren’t able to name the
sources.

•

Reporters add comments in their stories, sometimes live, that are
obviously personal opinion rather than facts and information. Those
opinions help build narratives and fulfill agendas for the news
agencies that employ the reporters, but also help build a growing
gap between the journalists and the people they are supposed to
serve.
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How would viewers and readers know if what they’re watching or reading
is true? Members of the public can do their own fact and source
checking by watching multiple networks and stations and reading a
variety of newspapers and publications. I developed the habit early in my
career of watching all of the network newscasts every day (there were
only three news networks to watch in the 60s and 70s), listening to
several radio station news reports, reading several morning and
afternoon newspapers along with many weekly and monthly magazines.
That task is much easier today with cable and the internet. We can fact
check stories quickly and see how journalists are doing their jobs. That
has added to the growing trust gap as the public sees the lack of
objectivity and accuracy with their own eyes.
If the media is concerned about regaining that trust, they can do
something about it. However, it will take major changes in how
journalists do their jobs and how news agencies manage those
journalists. Will that happen? Will reporters do what’s right? I hope they
will for the sake of the future of our great nation.
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Coronavirus – Follow The Science
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We often hear someone say follow the science when talking
about the current Coronavirus Pandemic. They often use
that phrase to end discussions about how people should
respond to the pandemic. However, I think we need to ask
an important question when someone says that. What does
that phrase mean? What does it mean to follow the
science?
I am a retired journalist and news manager writing to current
journalists and news managers in the hopes we will all do a
better job reporting about the Coronavirus Pandemic and
other stories of local and national interest. I also hope the
larger public audience will find these presentations helpful
since it is for the citizens of this great nation that journalists
cover and report what they deem newsworthy. May their
coverage be accurate and objective.
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Science Defined
First question we should ask is for a definition of the word science, since
that’s what people want us to follow. The shortest definition is
knowledge. Merriam-Webster defines science this way – “knowledge as
distinguished from ignorance or misunderstanding.”
Our word science comes from the Latin scientia and means “knowledge
based on demonstrable and reproducible data.” Notice the words
demonstrable and reproducible. How is knowledge demonstrable and
reproducible? Can knowledge do that by itself? Of course not. It’s done
by people. Those people are often referred to as scientists.
Turning again to the Merriam-Webster Dictionary, a scientist is “a person
who studies, specializes in, or investigates a field of science and does
scientific work.” A scientist is someone who does scientific work in a
particular category of science. Scientists are the people who research,
study and investigate things and tell us what they think.
The Encyclopedia Britannica defines science as – “any system of
knowledge that is concerned with the physical world and its phenomena
and that entails unbiased observations and systematic experimentation.”
How can knowledge be concerned about anything? It’s just knowledge.
Knowledge doesn’t have eyes and ears, hands and feet. Scientists are
the people who are concerned with the physical world and its
phenomena and observe and experiment systematically. Scientists have
the eyes, ears, hands and feet. They determine what to research and
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how to share their findings with the public and the people who employ
them.
When people say follow the science, what they often mean is follow the
scientists they trust. If you don’t trust the scientists we trust, then you are
not following science. That’s sad but true in our country today and has
been for a long time. However, that’s not how scientific investigation
should work.
What we need to note carefully is the word unbiased. That goes in some
part to why we are dealing with so much conflicting information about the
novel Coronavirus (COVID-19). If science is knowledge and knowledge
is what’s true, then why the conflict? It would seem that those people
entrusted with researching, studying, evaluating and reporting scientific
data might be a reason for conflicting information. Why would welleducated, highly-trained scientists view the same data differently? Might
it be that scientific research is complicated with multiple ways to interpret
similar data? Might it be personal, corporate or even political bias on the
part of researchers?
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Journalists and Scientists
Journalists are not scientists, at least not most of them. Some scientists
appear on television or other media in an expert role and there are some
scientists who call themselves journalists. However, let me point out that
people who want to become journalists or scientists usually take different
educational and professional paths. I think that’s a good thing overall –
as long as the two don’t get confused about who they are and what they
do for a living. The lines tend to get blurred in modern media, so it’s good
to understand the differences.
I covered hundreds of stories as a journalist where scientific research
and data were an integral part of the story, but never saw myself as the
expert. My job as a journalist was to be curious, skeptical, objective and
accurate in covering stories. Truth was my only goal. That’s why I built a
large file of experts in many scientific fields to contact for help in
understanding scientific information. I contacted some for background
information and understanding and others for on-camera interviews.
Some worked for the government, some for universities and research
laboratories, and some in private industry. It was important to me that in
reporting a story viewers, listeners or readers could see the objectivity of
the reporting in the variety of experts presented and depend on the
information I shared in the story.
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Your expert file as a journalist should be large enough to ensure that you
are hearing from many different perspectives about a story. If journalists
limit their file of experts to just those with whom they agree, then their
stories will lack depth, clarity, and most importantly, objectivity, accuracy
and the full measure of truth. Those experts can be both local, regional
and national. Interviewing regional and national experts has become
easier for local journalists today with the advent of Skype, Zoom and
other online communication tools.
Journalists and scientists each play important roles in our national life. I
do find it interesting that the founders of the United States thought it
important to amend its new Constitution to read –
Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion,
or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of
speech, or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to
assemble, and to petition the Government for a redress of
grievances.”
BILL OF RIGHTS, 1791

The founders said nothing about science specifically, but they viewed
freedom of the press as vital to the success of the newly formed country.
I’m not downplaying the importance of what scientists say since freedom
of speech would cover their comments, but the press (news media) was
called out specifically because of the importance of what journalists do in
a free society.
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Science Deniers
Are you a science denier? Well, are you?
You may hear people ask that question in personal conversations or in
news conferences or reports. The question is often followed by a truth
claim that a person or group of people are science deniers.
The reason some people ask the question or make the claim is because
they have a particular belief about science and anyone who disagrees
with their belief is denying science. They may also have a particular
agenda or narrative to protect and they only accept the scientific
information that supports their particular cause. Is that position scientific
or philosophical?
I believe it’s often philosophical. Their reason for asking the question or
making the statement about science denial is to shut down discussion on
a particular topic. That has little to do with real science and everything to
do with philosophy. Shutting down discussion is in opposition to the free
exchange of ideas and information.
As we’ve already established in this article, science is knowledge which
is ever growing and often shifting depending on research and
interpretation of the most recent data. Scientists who believe deeply
about a subject one day may have to change their beliefs another day
because of new information, new discoveries, new data. That’s the life of
being a scientist. New data may lead to new conclusions, many of which
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will be only temporary until more data becomes available. Journalists
need to understand that and be ready to continually update stories
based on advances in scientific research.
During the time I worked on this article many health agencies changed
their positions on several medical/scientific subjects. Some scientists are
also questioning the accuracy of original epidemiological models for
COVID-19 that guided the decisions for national, state and community
lockdowns and influenced much of the policymaking by federal, state
and local government leaders. What should the media do when that
happens?
The news media, in general, has downplayed changing positions of
leading health experts who were part of the government’s initial
decisions concerning community lockdowns, stay-at-home orders,
business closings, church closings, etc. Keep in mind that the news
media told people to follow the science when the pandemic began. Why
would that same media not report when scientists and health experts
changed their minds about earlier positions concerning the virus and the
government and pubic response?
“News is that part of communication that keeps us informed of the
changing events, issues, and characters in the world outside. Though
it may be interesting or even entertaining, the foremost value of news
is as a utility to empower the informed.
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The purpose of journalism is thus to provide citizens with the
information they need to make the best possible decisions about their
lives, their communities, their societies, and their governments.”
AMERICAN PRESS INSTITUTE

The problem with the news media ignoring new or changing medical
information (science) is that most government officials determine their
decisions about how communities and states respond to the Coronavirus
based on the scientific research and determinations of medical experts.
Thus the phrase, follow the science. If the media does not report on new
and changing information, the public doesn’t know what’s going on and
can’t make informed decisions about their lives.
The first words of the U.S. Constitution read “We the People. Our
government is the People’s government and is supposed to serve the
will of the public. The news media plays a vital role in informing the
People about the actions of its government. It is vital for journalists to
remember they serve the public, not the government or the medical
establishment.
The press/news media in the United States has often been called the
Fourth Estate. That’s because the press is supposed to serve as an
involved observer over the actions of the Executive, Legislative and
Judicial branches of government (First, Second and Third Estates). The
news media should always play a watchdog/advocacy role in
representing the people and never be complicit in promoting or
protecting the government.
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Journalists who quoted health and medical experts on their original
positions should report on the experts’ positional changes in a way that
makes clear to viewers/listeners/readers that science (knowledge) has
changed. If it changes again? Keep reporting the changes .. follow the
science. Be curious, skeptical, objective and accurate. Be journalists.

When The Story Is Wrong
Journalists can do a variety of things when they get something wrong in
a story. They should clarify, correct or retract. The goal is to be
accurate and objective. Truth is the goal. If a journalist gets something
wrong in a story, they should make it right.
•

Clarification — “make a statement in a published story more clear”

•

Correction — “a change made to something in order to correct or
improve information in a story that is incorrect”

•

Retraction — “act of taking back a statement or admitting that a
statement was false, an act of recanting, taking back wrong
information and making it right”
“Corrections policies are an unequivocally good thing about
journalism. Even as accusations of “fake news” dog the industry, its
response should be to double down on this practice.”
POYNTER.ORG, 2019
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Then there’s the important point about where in a newscast or
publication a clarification, correction or retraction should appear. I had a
rule as a news manager that clarifications, corrections or retractions of
any story should appear at the same place in a newscast during the
same time period. For example, if a journalist made a mistake in a story
that ran as story #1 in the 6pm newscast, the clarification, correction or
retraction should run as story #1 in the next newscast following the
discovery of the error (e.g. 10pm) and the first 6pm newscast after the
error was discovered. The reason was to do everything possible to reach
the same audience of people who saw the original story. They need to
know about the mistake and get the right information.
Another rule was that the correction or retraction should air long enough
for people to clearly understand the error and the attempt to make it
right. A one-sentence correction does not make up for a two-minute
original report on television or a 100-sentence original story in a
publication. The clarification, correction or retraction should include
enough information to add context and understanding to the reason
behind the station, network or publication’s update.
Many corrections to stories are buried at the end of television news
blocks or somewhere deep inside the back pages of a newspaper or
magazine. That’s not right. That’s not honest journalism. If the media
makes a mistake, they should own up to it and give the correction the
same prominence as the original story.
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As for retractions, they are rare in the news business. Journalists
sometimes lose their jobs when they falsify stories and their employers
have to publicly retract the stories.
Unfortunately, in our 24/7 world of newscasts, publications and social
media, clarifications, corrections and retractions don’t have the same
impact on the public they had even 20 years ago. Once wrong
information is reported and circulated, it’s almost impossible to reach the
same people who heard or read the original news story.
Unfortunately, many people read only headlines to news stories. Some
only see the headlines on social media rather than in the actual
newscast or publication. They often don’t see that the original publication
made a clarification, correction or retraction to a story. Once the headline
information is out there, it is rarely changed or taken back. People
believe what they remember reading and continue thinking something to
be true even though it was discovered to be false or contain incorrect
information.
Even people who see a corrected or retracted story often continue to
believe what was reported originally. That’s another reason for journalists
to get their stories right the first time and not depend on clarifications,
corrections or retractions that may not happen or have any impact on the
public who may or may not see them or believe them.
The American Press Institute has some helpful suggestions for
journalists about writing corrections to stories.
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Science Skeptic
I prefer being called a science skeptic. That’s what journalists should be
as part of their craft. We should be skeptical about any truth claim until
we’ve done the work of a journalist and discovered the truth about the
claim. If someone calls me a science denier rather than a science
skeptic, I will do my best to explain the difference and walk with them
through the specific scientific information in question.
Skeptic, yes. Denier, no. Journalists should know the difference.
The idea of hearing from a variety of scientific sources is not new. Here
is some wise advice from almost 3,000 years ago –
“The first one to plead his cause seems right, Until his neighbor
comes and examines him.”
PROVERBS 18:17

In modern terms it means we need to hear all sides of a story, not just
the first one we hear or the side we prefer. Journalists should be first in
line to get every viewpoint of a story, especially one as important as a
global pandemic. We used to call the process “picking apart the scene.”
That comes from the old days of covering murders and other crime
scenes where journalists talked with everyone who witnessed a crime
and photojournalists took pictures of the scene from every possible
angle. Those eyewitness testimonies and photos often made the
difference in finding and telling the truth of a particular story. Our job as
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journalists wasn’t finished until there was nothing left at the scene to see,
ask or discover.
Another insight is this –
“He who answers a matter before he hears it, It is folly and shame
to him.”
PROVERBS 18:13

If a journalist reports only one side of a story before hearing all sides, “It
is folly and shame to him.” Journalists should be better than that. The
public expects journalists to give them the whole truth from the beginning
of their reporting. That means a careful, thoughtful, objective reporting of
all the relevant evidence. Journalists who are too lazy or too biased to
get all sides of a story should be ashamed of themselves. Journalists are
not judge and jury on any story they cover. Reporters should report
everything they can learn about a story honestly, accurately and fairly.
The public is the jury. History is often the judge.
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Corona Science
The citizens of the United States and scores of other countries in our
world have had to learn a lot about science in the last few months. Here
are some of the words that journalists have been using in their stories –
•

COVID-19

•

viruses

•

novel coronavirus

•

mutation

•

viral dose

•

viral load

•

viral shedding

•

disease

•

illness

•

sickness

•

high temperature

•

coughing

•

hand washing

•

hand shakes

•

disinfectant

•

hygiene

•

antiseptic wipes

•

face masks

•

respirators

•

N95 respirators

•

ventilators
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•

symptomatic

•

asymptomatic

•

false positive

•

statistical models

•

outbreak

•

endemic

•

epidemic

•

pandemic

•

Chinese laboratory

•

Chinese wet market (animal market)

•

state of emergency

•

flattening the curve

•

contagious

•

cytokine storm

•

community spread

•

spread of disease

•

cluster

•

screening

•

transmission

•

droplet transmission

•

person-to-person transmission

•

close contact

•

confirmed positive case

•

underlying health conditions

•

immune system

•

immunosuppressed

•

chronic health conditions
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•

patient zero

•

mortality

•

morbidity

•

co-morbidity

•

death reporting

•

case fatality rate

•

incubation period

•

hospital overrun

•

fatality rate

•

containment strategies

•

isolation

•

self-isolation

•

home isolation

•

self-monitoring

•

self-quarantine

•

mandatory quarantine

•

elective procedure

•

social distancing

•

superspreader (silent spreader)

•

aerosols

•

lockdowns

•

shelter in place

•

shelter in place order

•

stay-at-home order

•

telemedicine

•

closing businesses

•

opening businesses
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•

testing

•

drive-thru testing

•

PCR tests

•

immunity

•

herd immunity

•

nutrition therapy

•

vitamin therapy

•

sunlight therapy

•

Vitamin D-3

•

exercise therapy

•

essential workers

•

non-essential workers

•

essential activities

•

non-essential activities

•

immunocompromised

•

virologists

•

epidemiologists

•

infectious disease specialist

•

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)

•

World Health Organization (WHO)

•

personal protective equipment (PPE)

•

antibiotics

•

vaccine

•

mRNA-1273 vaccine trials

•

anti-viral medicine

•

Hydroxychloroquine

•

Remdesivir
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new normal

•
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HELP! INFORMATION OVERLOAD!
Each one of the terms listed above is supposed to be based on science,
yet there are many scientists who disagree on a large number of the
topics. How can we ever know what’s true? What’s a journalist to do
when experts disagree?
If we follow basic journalism guidelines of curiosity, skepticism,
objectivity and accuracy, reporters would need to talk with scientific
experts from a variety of viewpoints about the Coronavirus and response
to the pandemic. Once reporters talk with those experts and have a good
understanding of what each group believes and why, it’s time to write
their story. How should journalists handle the differences? Here are
some options.
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Which one(s) sound best to you?
1. Decide which experts agree with your belief (or the belief of your
employer) about the pandemic and report only their viewpoint ..
leaving out the experts with whom you disagree.
2. Decide which experts agree with you and give those experts most
of the time/space in your story. Give the experts who don’t agree
with you a sentence or two (at most) for the appearance of
covering all sides of the story.
3. Decide which experts agree with you and make them look good
while you make the experts who don’t agree with you look bad. You
can do that by taking some experts out of context or even
manipulating their interviews to have them appear to say
something they didn’t say or believe something they don’t believe.
4. Decide to present all of the experts accurately and fairly so your
audience/readers can determine what they believe to be true. Don’t
demonstrate any personal bias through words, voice inflection or
body language during your report. If the large majority of scientists
you interview agree on a particular point, share that information but
allow a minority viewpoint by qualified experts a fair hearing.
If your answer was #4, then you would be following best practices for
journalists as prescribed by the ethical guidelines of most journalism
organizations (see our previous article for list of several organizations).
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Following People
People follow people.
That’s a quick summary of the history of the world.
People follow people and they usually believe the people they
follow. When someone says follow the science what they often mean is
“follow the people I follow.” That may be fine if the people they’re
following are telling the truth, but what if they aren’t? A longer look at the
history of the world shows that leaders often lie and people often follow
liars, which means the public ends up believing lies. Believing lies leads
to living lies. Not a good way to live or make decisions about life.
How does that affect journalists? It means reporters need to be vigilant
in source and fact checking. It means they need to work hard to ensure
their news stories include varying, even opposing, expert views about
scientific information concerning the pandemic. It also means journalists
must be objective and fair in the way they present the experts and their
scientific findings. If journalists have a personal bias for one side and
against another side, they either need to check their bias at the
newsroom door and do what journalists are supposed to do (report
truthfully and fairly) or find another line of employment.
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It’s easy to spot a journalist who has a personal, corporate or even
political agenda by how they present one side of a story in a positive
light and another side in a negative light rather than presenting
information from all sides fairly. Journalists can say they included both
sides in their story, but their bias often shows.
How does that affect the public? It means people have to be diligent as
news consumers. We need to check out multiple news sources that give
us a variety of viewpoints about stories. We need to compare the
information those sources present to us and be sure we’re getting to the
truth of a story, especially one as important as the Coronavirus
Pandemic. Even as journalists should be curious and skeptical about
what people tell them, so should citizens of this great nation.
I watch multiple network and local news stories every day. I also read a
wide variety of news publications each week. Why? To find truth
somewhere in the many words of reporters, anchors, experts and
commentators. It often means doing the laborious work of fact-checking
what reporters say and write to see if they’re telling the whole truth. It’s
not easy work, but it’s work we must do to continue to be a free society.
Scientists are people. People. Just like you and me. That means they
can get things right and they can get things wrong. That means they can
tell the truth and they can tell a lie. That means they can change their
mind about things they once believed. Their reason for changing their
mind can be good or bad. That means they can have strong biases. That
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means they can be pressured by employers, governments and even
fellow scientists to present a particular view even if not true.
That’s why it’s important for journalists to do a good job vetting the
scientists they interview for their stories and why the public needs to do
a good job vetting the journalists they look to for accurate information.
Even as journalists should talk with many sources for every story,
consumers of news should carefully check out many sources of news for
their stories.

News or Opinion?
One more word about the news media. There is a difference between
news reporting and anchoring and show hosting and editorializing. When
I started in news more than 50 years ago the difference was clear in both
print and broadcast. Editorials and opinion pieces were presented by
non-news personnel in their own segments of a newscast (e.g. editorial
block) and special sections of a newspaper (e.g. editorial page). The
segment often began with a verbal or written announcement that what
viewers were about to see was an ‘editorial’ that did not necessarily
represent the views of the station or its advertisers. The same was true
for newspapers. Media owners used to care about making sure
audiences knew whether they were getting news or opinion.
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Unfortunately, that’s not the case with many networks, stations and
newspapers today. News anchors are also show hosts and have strong
opinions about the news content in their shows. Reporters often add
personal opinion to the stories they report and banter with the show
hosts about their opinions. That often leads viewers to misunderstand
opinion as news content. Guests who have obvious bias are often
presented as experts on subjects without alerting viewers to the biases.
Their expertise often disguises their bias, personal preference and
opinion. The lines are blurred to the point that the public thinks its getting
news when it’s really getting opinion. That goes toward the loss of trust
the public has in the news media today. It is unfortunate and has only
gotten worse over time instead of better.

Investigative Journalism
Let me address investigative journalism for a moment. We rarely see
true investigative reporting anymore, but it used to be something many
journalists did. I was an investigative reporter and also managed a team
of investigative journalists. Investigative reporting will often cast a
negative light on a particular person, group of people, business,
organization or political or governmental body. However, a proper
investigation will present all the evidence uncovered during the
investigation, and the investigative process, before presenting a
conclusion. It should be accurate and objective, even though the
conclusion will often include negative findings. Investigative reporters
who are good at their craft will carefully outline the steps they took during
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their investigation so the public can see that the investigation was
thorough and fair and the findings can be trusted.
Honest investigative reporting will often shine a bright light on evil and
corruption. Corrupt people don’t like having an honest light shown on
them and what they’re attempting to accomplish in the dark. They often
run and hide or point fingers and blame others. They often lie.
Investigative journalism is legitimate and needed because it brings evil
into the light for all to see. The public needs to know when powerful
people are corrupt.
“Power tends to corrupt; absolute power corrupts absolutely.”
LORD ACTON, 19TH CENTURY BRITISH HISTORIAN

Remember that powerful people love power and want to keep it. Power
means control and powerful people love to control people. They will
often do whatever they need to do to keep that power. Unfortunately, that
can and does include journalists, the people who manage them and
media owners.
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Coronavirus – Follow The Money
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This series about the Coronavirus is specifically for
journalists who cover various aspects of the pandemic
and people who want news coverage of the pandemic to
be honest, accurate and fair.
So far we’ve looked at Reporting on a Pandemic and
Follow the Science. Now we move to another important
aspect of covering the pandemic – how much it’s costing
us.
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Follow The Money
Do you know how much COVID-19 is costing your family? Your
community? Your state? Your country? The world? How would you find
out if you did want to know?
That’s where journalists comes in. We used to call it Follow The Money.
If you know where money comes from, where it goes and who benefits
from it, you have something important to report. The more money
involved, the more governments will try to hide that information from
journalists and the public.
One of the things that peaked my interest as an investigative reporter
was when I asked questions about money and heard one these
responses –
•

We don’t have that information

•

You can’t have that information

Journalists should seriously doubt that someone in a government office
does not have access to information about how they are spending
taxpayer dollars. Governments work off of budgets, so they know to the
penny how much they have to spend on every aspect of their
department’s work. If someone tells you they don’t have the information
you need, ask them who does. If the government employee or official is
being honest with you, they will help you find someone who can answer
your questions. If they aren’t being honest, they will often try to stall
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hoping you will give up looking and move on to something else. Don’t let
them do that. Tell them you believe someone in their department or
agency knows the answers to your questions and insist they get you to
that person. Keep in mind that you have that right as a journalist.
Members of the public also have the same right.
If someone tells a journalist they can’t have the information, warning
bells should sound loudly and the reporter should quickly go into
overdrive. Reporters are representatives of the public and the public has
a right to know how governments spending taxpayer money. Therefore,
reporters have a right to know. What can you do if a government
employee says you can’t have the information? Ask them why not, then
let them know you will be including their answer, along with their name
and position, as part of your story. That opened many doors for me as a
reporter. Government employees are often doing the bidding of their
supervisors and don’t want to take the fall for not giving the public what
they have a right to know. Many public officials and governmental
supervisors will throw their employees under the bus in these situations
and that doesn’t settle well with government employees.
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Freedom of Information
One of my favorite tools as a journalist was The Freedom of Information
Act. It went into effect while I was still in college, so it was available for
me to use when I started working full-time in broadcasting. Because it
was a new law, reporters and government employees learned how it
worked at the same time. There were some bumpy places at the
beginning, but we smoothed out the process through mutual respect and
cooperation.
Reporters make FOIA (Freedom of Information Act) requests of
documents and other information under government control. The law
requires the full or partial disclosure of the previously unreleased
information depending on certain exemptions allowed for specific
purposes. I recommend all journalists learn how to make an FOIA
request, especially to get information about how government agencies
spend taxpayer money.
Another tool reporters should use is Government in the Sunshine laws.
The state of Florida passed its initial Sunshine law in 1967. That meant it
was available, along with FOIA, when I started reporting in January
1968. The Florida Government in the Sunshine Law required that all
government meetings be open to the public. I tested it many times when
government bodies wanted to hold secret meetings and the Sunshine
Law held up well. There were times when the people holding secret
meetings would end the meeting and leave a building because I pointed
to a copy of the Sunshine Law, but that’s okay. They were not able to
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hold secret meetings if journalists learned about them, attended and
demanded they open the meetings to the public. That state law has
progressed through the years to also include Open Records. The
Federal Government in the Sunshine Law was passed in 1976 with the
intent of creating greater transparency in government. All 50 U.S. states
now have freedom of information laws, so you have a great tool to use
no matter where you cover news.
However, the fact that these laws exist does not mean government
employees and elected officials follow them. That’s the job of journalists
and concerned citizens to force the government to be open for
inspection when government employees and officials want to keep the
public in the dark. Money is often one of those things government
officials and employees don’t want us to follow closely. That’s because
money often means power. People in power usually want to keep their
power and often expand their power. That means journalists and
interested members of the public have to be vigilant in holding
government officials and employees responsible for how they spend
taxpayer money.
Another tool journalists have is the Internet. Some of the information you
may want to see about how governments spend money is already
available on local, state and federal websites. Be sure to check the date
of when site information was updated to make sure it’s current. You
should also contact someone at the government department or agency
to confirm that the information on the website is correct. Website
information sometimes lags behind official action.
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Sacred Trust
Journalists are paid to find out how much things cost and let the public
know how government agencies are spending their money. I view that as
a sacred trust given to us by the founding fathers of our country. They
amended the Constitution to specifically mention members of the press –
“Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion,
or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of
speech, or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to
assemble, and to petition the government for a redress of
grievances.”
FIRST AMENDMENT TO THE UNITED STATES CONSTITUTION, 1789

Thomas Jefferson, one of our founding fathers, second Vice-President
and third President of the United States, wrote extensively about the
importance of a free press –
“Our liberty cannot be guarded but by the freedom of the press, nor
that be limited without danger of losing it.”
THOMAS JEFFERSON TO JOHN JAY, 1786
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“No experiment can be more interesting than that we are now trying,
and which we trust will end in establishing the fact, that man may be
governed by reason and truth. Our first object should therefore be, to
leave open to him all the avenues to truth. The most effectual hitherto
found, is the freedom of the press.”
THOMAS JEFFERSON TO JOHN TYLER, 1804. ME 11:33

“The only security of all is in a free press. The force of public opinion
cannot be resisted when permitted freely to be expressed. The
agitation it produces must be submitted to. It is necessary, to keep the
waters pure.”
THOMAS JEFFERSON TO LAFAYETTE, 1823. ME 15:491

It has been said that journalists have four primary roles to play in society
–
1. normative
2. cognitive
3. practiced
4. narrated
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Those correspond to what journalists –
•

ought to do

•

want to do

•

really do

•

think they do

If you are a journalist or hope to be one in the future, think about these
roles carefully. It’s important as a journalist to understand each one and
be sure that you identify with your proper role every day as you earn a
paycheck as a working journalist. Understand that the role you play in
society is specifically tied to the success or failure of the nation you
serve. Our country is at a turning point in many ways and the careful eye
of an honest press (media) is needed to force government to be honest
in doing the work of the people.

Economic Realities
Economics is a huge part of our lives. It affects how much we are paid
for doing a job. It impacts how much we pay for food, clothing, housing,
transportation, entertainment and other things we want and need. What
do you do when the cost of something you need is too high? You
probably shop around until you find the cost that fits your budget. What
do you do when your wages are not enough to pay your bills? You find a
way to earn more money or a way to spend less money. That’s what
most of us do. Even state and local governments do the same thing.
They raise fees and taxes or cut budgets. What does the federal
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government do? They can raise taxes and fees and can cut budgets
(though they rarely do that), but the federal government can also borrow
and print money.
That’s where journalists come in .. or at least they should. Journalists
should be watchdogs for how governments spend taxpayer money. It’s
not hard to do, though it does take time and effort. Governments work off
budgets that elected officials (e.g. city councilors, county commissioners,
state legislators, members of congress) approve each fiscal year.
Departments and agencies of government are required to account for
how they spend taxpayer money that elected officials allocate to them.
Notice the words elected officials. They are supposed to work for the
people, not themselves. Elected officials are responsible for how
taxpayer money is spent to run the government. Voters are supposed to
have the last word on how governments are run by voting elected
officials in or out of office.
So, what part do journalists play? Journalists are paid by private
companies to keep a trained and skeptical eye on what elected and
unelected officials do with taxpayer money and to communicate their
findings to the taxpayers. Pretty simple system and it works well if ..
1. Journalists carefully watch how government departments and
agencies request and receive taxpayer money
2. Journalists carefully watch how government departments and
agencies spend taxpayer money
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3. Journalists hold government departments and agencies
responsible and accountable for how they spend taxpayer money
4. Journalists report their findings accurately and objectively to the
public
5. Members of the public pay careful attention to what honest
journalists report about how government departments and
agencies spend taxpayer money
6. Members of the public contact their governments and elected
officials about any spending matters that concern them
7. Governments respond favorably to public concerns and make
necessary changes to meet legal requirements concerning
budgetary allocations and spending
Most professional journalists begin their career working for small radio or
television stations or small publications (including online news outlets).
That’s where they learn the craft of journalism. An important part of the
craft is economics. If you are studying to be a journalist and haven’t
chosen a minor yet, consider economics. Economics will be part of
almost everything you do in a career as a working journalist.
Many young journalists today work as general reporters, meaning a
news manager/editor assigns them one or more stories to cover each
day and the reporter covers those stories. General reporting usually
does not allow a journalist to learn the ins and outs of covering the
budgetary process of government bodies because they’re running from
one story to another to another, then back to the station or publication to
write their stories. Time to do the hard work of digging into stories,
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especially the economics of those stories, is not built into their daily
schedule. If they have the desire to do that, it may have to be done
during their personal time. General reporting also does not give
journalists the training and experience needed to know what to dig for,
how to hold government officials and employees responsible for
taxpayer-funded programs, and how to report their findings clearly to the
public.
That’s where beat reporting can be a big help to young journalists. Beat
reporting is where reporters are responsible for covering one or more
parts of local, state or federal governments. Some examples are the
police beat, crime beat, court beat, education beat, city hall beat,
business beat, military beat, legislative beat, congressional beat,
governor beat, White House beat, etc. Part of a beat reporter’s
responsibility is to know everything going on in their beat, including how
the government departments or agencies they cover spend taxpayer
money. Thus, the phrase, follow the money.
Beat reporters are involved with the economics of the government
departments they cover from the beginning of the budget process to the
spending of allocated monies. They know details about every aspect of
budgets and expenditures, which means they can give context to their
stories about how taxpayer money is spent.
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Part of covering a news beat effectively includes developing good
relationships with trustworthy government employees and officials. The
people who work in government are members of the public and often
care deeply about how government spends taxpayer dollars. Even as a
journalist looks for trustworthy sources and contacts, many government
employees are looking for trustworthy journalists. It’s a good partnership
when done properly.
You may find USAspending.gov helpful in tracking how federal
government departments and agencies spend taxpayer dollars.

Money and the Pandemic
The economic cost of the Coronavirus Pandemic is difficult to estimate,
but it is enormous. Tens of millions of people are out of work after many
weeks of lockdowns by state and local governments. Thousands of
business owners may not be able to reopen their businesses because of
lost revenues. That means many unemployed people will not have jobs
to return to as governors, county commissioners and mayors finally
reopen states and communities for business and commerce. The toll on
business owners, employees and their families is often beyond
economic measurement. The human toll is tremendous.
As unbelievable as it may sound, Congress has appropriated
TRILLIONS of dollars for COVID-19 response in just the past few
months and has considered appropriating TRILLIONS more.
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How might the Coronavirus affect the U.S. economy during the next five
to ten years? Here’s the latest information I found from the
Congressional Budget Office in response to a senator’s request –
“CBO projects that over the 2020–2030 period, cumulative nominal
output will be $15.7 trillion less than what the agency projected in
January.”
CONGRESSIONAL BUDGET OFFICE, JUNE 1, 2020

Let that sink in for a minute. Trillions of dollars to fight a virus and trillions
more in negative impact to the economy of the United States. Not
millions, not billions, but TRILLIONS of dollars.
Does a virus response really cost governments TRILLIONS of dollars?
Especially when it never has before? If so, show us why. If not, show us
why not. That’s one of the important jobs of a journalist during a
pandemic.
Follow the money and it will usually lead you to the truth of why
government officials want money. The reasons may be good, but may
also be bad. How will the public know for sure unless journalists tell them
the truth?
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Let’s put the spending of TRILLIONS of dollars on fighting a virus in just
a few months in some context:
•

The cost of U.S. involvement in World War II (1941-1945) was
about four-trillion dollars in today’s money.

•

The cost of U.S. involvement in the Korean War (1950-1953) was
about 276-billion dollars in today’s money.

•

The cost of U.S. involvement in the Vietnam War (1965-1975) was
about one-trillion dollars in today’s money.

•

The cost of U.S. involvement in the Iraq War (2003-2011) was a
little more than two-trillion dollars in today’s money.

How much have past pandemics cost the American taxpayer? Millions or
billions, but NOT trillions of dollars. Something is vastly different about
the cost of the current Coronavirus Pandemic response. Why is a vital
question that honest and unbiased journalists need to ask and get
answered for the taxpaying public.
Journalists should be busy day and night watching, asking, checking,
double-checking, reporting on every taxpayer dollar allocated for the
pandemic response. How many stories have you seen where journalists
are digging into federal, state and local Coronavirus budgets along with
the economic fallout of the pandemic response? I’ve seen very few that
could be called in-depth. Not enough for sure. Journalists may mention
that trillions of dollars are being allocated, but that’s not the end of the
story. The story is about the specifics of those numbers – the ‘nuts and
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bolts’ of the economic response to the pandemic – how government
employees are spending that money.
It’s one thing to know how much was allocated for a response. It’s
another to know how much was spent for a response. Did the
expenditure follow the specific allocations or were they diverted to
another purpose? Where are the receipts for expenditures? Keep your
eyes open for diverted and disappearing monies. It happens more often
than you may think.
Journalists should stay on top of the government’s response to the
Coronavirus for several reasons.
1. The current economic fallout is important in knowing how the
pandemic is affecting governments, financial institutions,
businesses, schools, organizations, non-profits, families and
individuals
2. The current economic fallout is important in knowing how to
forecast the future effect of the pandemic on governments,
financial institutions, businesses, schools, organizations, nonprofits, families and individuals
3. The current economic fallout is important in knowing whether
governments, financial institutions, businesses, schools,
organizations, non-profits, families and individuals are responding
properly to the pandemic

Coronavirus Diary 2020

May - June

92 of 98

4. The current economic fallout is fertile ground for corruption at all
levels of government, finance, industry, organizations and nonprofits
Corruption and mishandling of large sums of public money are big issues
for journalists to be on the lookout for as they cover the pandemic
response by local, state and national governments. The larger the
amount of money allocated to spend, the easier it is to hide corrupt
practices and for governments to siphon millions or even billions of
dollars off to their pet projects secretly and without accountability. Some
of those pet projects may not even be related to the pandemic. The
public needs to know if taxpayer money for the Coronavirus response is
earmarked for non-virus purposes.
Unless journalists do their jobs honestly, accurately and fairly,
governments can get away with tremendous deception and waste of
taxpayer money.
How do journalists do that work? It’s simple, but not easy.
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Twelve Points for Economic Coverage
Here are twelve points to consider as you cover the financial allocation
of funds approved by Congress and signed into law by the President for
the Coronavirus response.
1. Find out how much money is allocated for the story you’re
researching. Is that amount available to read? If so, where? If not,
why not? Do you know who to contact in a department or agency
of government to find out? If you do, contact them. If you don’t, find
out who to contact and contact them. Get everything in printed
form along with the names of the government employees who gave
you the information,
2. Which department/agency will allocate the money? Federal?
State? Local? Do you have a copy of their allocation? If not, get
one. You can start with the text of bills from the House of
Representatives and U.S. Senate and follow the bill through the
process of joint body approval. Once the President signs the bill
into law, you can get copies from the office of your local congress
person or senator. You can also get copies of private and public
laws from Gov.info. You can stay in touch with proposed legislation
at Congress.gov. There are more allocation bills being proposed
and considered, so keep your eyes out for what’s coming.
3. Who will receive the allocations? Other government agencies?
Businesses? Organizations? Non-profits? Individuals? Are any of
the scheduled recipients relatives, associates or favored groups of
government employees or elected officials? Can you identify bias
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preference in the allocation process? If so, ask questions and find
out why that’s being allowed and what people in power are going to
do about it.
4. What, if any, requirements do recipients have to meet to receive
allocations? If so, are those requirements available to read? If so,
where? If not, why not? Get printed copies and the names of
government employees who gave you the information.
5. What happens if recipients do not meet allocation requirements?
Do they have to return money received? All of it? Part of it? What’s
left? How will the public know if money is returned? Who is
responsible for determining whether a recipient meets
requirements? Do you have their contact information? Do they
respond when you contact them? If not, how can you hold them
responsible?
6. How often will allocations be made? Once? Weekly? Monthly?
Annually? Who is responsible for determining whether allocations
are made in a timely manner? Do you have their contact
information? Do they respond when you contact them? If not, how
can you hold them responsible?
7. When do the allocations begin? Immediately? Within days, weeks,
months? A specific date?
8. When do the allocations end? When the money runs out? By a
certain date or period of time? What happens if all the money is not
spent by the deadline?
9. Who in government is responsible for allocating the money? Do
you have their contact information? Do they respond when you
contact them? If not, how can you hold them responsible?
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10. Who in government is responsible for reporting the allocation of
money? Will the reports be made public? If so, how and where? If
not, why not? Do you have their contact information? Do they
respond when you contact them? If not, how can you hold them
responsible?
11. Who in government is responsible for overseeing the spending of
money in individual allocations? Do you have their contact
information? Do they respond when you contact them? If not, how
can you hold them responsible?
12. Do the math carefully and hold each department/agency of
government responsible for how they spend taxpayer money.
Once you have completed your research and confirmed information with
government employees, elected officials and private experts, write and
broadcast/publish your story.
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Follow Up
Economic stories have an extremely long life, especially when the dollar
amounts are in the millions, billions, and (gulp) trillions. It’s important that
journalists follow up on their initial stories until there’s nothing more to
report.
•

Follow up to make sure the government department/agency you’re
covering is spending the money the way they said they would. Be
sure to get a government representative on the record (e.g. video
interview, quotes for article, etc) about their plans to spend
taxpayer money. Politely, but firmly, hold them accountable for
every dollar.

•

Follow up to see if government officials/employees have diverted
money for the pandemic response when they think the media/
public is looking at something else or no longer paying attention.
The diversions may be illegal, so it’s important to catch corrupt
government officials/employees in the act. Having them on the
record saying they will faithfully follow the law in spending taxpayer
money goes a long way to demonstrating their bad intent if they
divert money to other expenses. Journalists are advocates for the
public and must be vigilant in making sure government employees
do what they said they would do. Journalists hold people in power
responsible and accountable for their actions.

•

Follow up to see if the government department/agency you’re
covering is asking for more money. A good story for journalists to
do is an in-depth look at how a government department/agency
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spent their first allocation. How they used taxpayer money in the
past is one indication of how they would use taxpayer money in the
future. The taxpaying public needs to know when government
officials/employees have a history of misspending their money.
•

Follow up with Government Accounting Agency (GAO) audits
concerning Coronavirus Oversight. Look for anything the GAO
reports about the department/agency you’re covering. Remember
that government agencies reporting on government agencies is a
tool. Journalists need to be skeptical until they’ve confirmed
information to be true.

•

Follow up with your state and local government auditors (e.g.
comptrollers) to look at their most recent reports and ask them
questions to understand what they’re seeing with spending.

•

Follow up with the health and medical experts you’ve used for your
stories to see if they have new information that might impact the
economic aspects of what you’ve reported. Ask them if they’ve
changed their minds about the costs of the pandemic response.

•

Follow up with the economic experts you’ve used for your stories to
see if they have new information that might impact the stories
you’ve reported. Ask them if they’ve changed their minds about the
costs of the pandemic response. Experts often change their minds
as new data becomes available, so be sure to check in with them
regularly.

•

Follow up means not letting the stories you do slip away from you.
Even as you are assigned new stories, stay in touch with your
sources to make sure you don’t overlook an important aspect of a
previous story that will impact your viewers/listeners/readers.
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Conclusion
Journalists, the public is depending on you. Do your job and do it well.
Be curious, skeptical, objective and accurate. Be honest in every aspect
of your coverage. Put aside personal or political biases. You can do it.
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