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Introduction 

A high magnitude earthquake and tsunami struck Banda Aceh on December 26, 2004. 

Indonesian government calculated the victims and the result was 129775 deaths, 38786 

missing and 504518 tsunami-displaced persons in Aceh Province (Anon, 2005 cited in 

Doocy, Gorokhovich, Burnham, Balk, & Robinson, 2007). The impact of this catastrophe 

reached multiple communities, produced damage and social disruption widely, and 

interrupted community and lifeline services simultaneously. According to these impacts, a 

review of the emergency management and its actors, especially the news media in Indonesia, 

will be important to discuss.  

Emergency management can be described as “the discipline and profession of 

applying science, technology, planning and management to deal with extreme events that can 

injure or kill large numbers of people, do extensive damage to property, and disrupt 

community life” (Drabek, 1991, cited in Lindell, Prater, & Perry, 2006). The person who 

conducts an emergency management usually called an emergency manager. He or she 

identify, anticipate, and respond to the risks of catastrophic events in order to reduce to more 

acceptable levels the probability of their occurrence or the magnitude and duration of their 

social impacts (Lindell et al., 2006). Moreover Lindell et al. (2006) emphasis that hazards, 

emergencies, and disasters afflicted human societies much longer than academic disaster 

research has existed.  

There are four phases or principal functions of emergency management: hazard 

mitigation, emergency preparedness, emergency response, and disaster recovery (Lindell et 

al., 2006). Of the four phases, mitigation is the only one that is conducted before the disaster 
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event while the other stages all occur just before or after the disaster (Godschalk, Beatley, 

Berke, Brower, & Kaiser, 1998). 

Hazard mitigation activities are performed to eliminate the causes of a disaster, to 

reduce the likelihood of its occurrence, or to limit the magnitude of its impacts if it does 

occur (Lindell et al., 2006). It provides passive protection at the time of disaster impact 

(Perry & Lindell, 2006). In addition,  Godschalk et al. (1998) state that natural hazard 

mitigation typically carried out as part of a coordinated mitigation strategy or plan, either 

structural or non structural, depending on whether they affected building or land use, include 

the following: 

- Strengthening buildings and infrastructure expose to hazard by means of building codes, 

engineering design, and construction practices to increase the damage resistance of the 

building. 

- Avoiding hazard areas by directing new development far from risk area through land use 

plans and regulations and by relocating people to safe areas. 

- Protecting sand dunes, wetlands, forest and vegetated areas and other ecological elements 

that absorb and reduce hazard impacts. 

Disaster preparedness activities are undertaken to protect human lives and property 

that cannot be controlled or from which only partial protection is achieved by mitigation 

phase (Lindell et al., 2006) and to develop the capability to conduct an active response at the 

time of disaster impact (Perry & Lindell, 2006). Furthermore Lindell et al. (2006) mention 

some issues that are needed to be concern of by a jurisdiction’s disaster preparedness 

program: 
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- What agencies will participate in preparedness and the process by which they will plan, 

- What emergency response and disaster recovery actions are feasible for that community, 

- How the emergency response and disaster recovery organizations will function and what 

resources they require, and 

- How disaster preparedness will be established and maintained. 

Emergency response activities are conducted since the detection of the event and ends 

with the stabilization of the situation following impact which is including securing the impact 

area, evacuating threatened areas, conducting search and rescue for the injured, providing 

emergency medical care, and sheltering evacuees and other victims by different group, either 

formally constituted or volunteers (Lindell et al., 2006). 

After disaster impact has been stabilized, disaster recovery activities are conducted 

with two objectives: (a) the immediate objective that is by restoring the physical 

infrastructure of the community such as water, sewer, electric power, fuel (e.g., natural gas), 

telecommunication, and transportation (as the immediate objective), and (b) the ultimate 

objective that is until the community’s quality of life back to the same level as it was before 

the disaster (Lindell et al., 2006). Recovery is also categorized based on time of 

implementation time: (a) short range (relief and rehabilitation) activities usually include 

clearance of debris and restoration of access to the impact area, reestablishment of economic 

(commercial and industrial) activities, restoration of essential government or community 

services, and provision of an interim system for caring for victims—especially housing, 

clothing, and food, and (b) long-range (reconstruction) measures (Lindell et al., 2006). Real 



 5 

 

success in long-term reconstruction comes from both effective plan and awareness by planers 

and other local official in the short-term obstacles (Schwab, 2003). 

Many actors or stakeholders involve in emergency management. All citizens are 

recognized as stakeholders as all are affected by the decisions made by elected and appointed 

officials; however, there are different types of group who have an interest in the emergency 

management process (Lindell et al., 2006). 

Lindell et al. (2006) divided the community stakeholder groups into three different 

categories: 

- Social groups are the basic organizational unit for emergency management that involves 

household that adopt hazard adjustments (especially mitigation and preparedness 

measures), households evacuate, and households suffer economic losses.  

- Political Groups are relating to governmental stakeholders. In the US, beginning at the 

base is the lowest level of organization, the municipality (i.e., town or city) and the 

county. Each state has its own rule in granting powers to these local jurisdictions, so there 

are varying levels of power from one state to another. The different levels of government 

also have different agencies that vary widely on the dimensions of size, organizational 

complexity, and amount of human, financial, and technical resources. 

- Economic Groups are relating to any kind of profit organization. Businesses are the 

fundamental units in the hierarchy of economic stakeholders.  

The news media, as one particular set of businesses, is especially important to the 

success of emergency management activities because they not only deliver news of an 
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imminent disaster or of all phases of emergency management, but also educate the public 

about hazards that might strike the community (Lindell et al., 2006). People collect 

information not only from authorities, but also from the news media, peers, and 

environmental cues because they assumed that the news media were more knowledgeable 

than self or peers but less knowledgeable than local, state, or federal government (Lindell et 

al., 2006). Unfortunately, Perry & Lindell (1990 cited in Lindell et al., 2006) affirm that the 

news media can provide sensational story for those who have not had direct experience with 

such events. The news media consume “hard news” about environmental incidents and the 

responses to those incidents by describing the course of events and reporting the views of 

different stakeholders (Lindell et al., 2006). On the other hand, the news media can also 

create “soft news” to build support for emergency management even when there is no “hard 

news” about disasters by describing the results of hazard/vulnerability analyses and the 

activities of planning organizations (Lindell et al., 2006). In summary, the news media tends 

to perpetuate disaster myths rather than provide accurate information (Perry & Lindell, 

2006). 

Classic research in the disaster field also highlighted between the realities and myths 

concerning disaster behavior (Tierney, Bevc, & Kuligowski, 2006). Since the prevalence of 

disaster myths was first documented, more research has been done discussing such topics as 

the extent to which the public believes disaster myths (Wenger et al. 1975 cited in Tierney et 

al., 2006). 

Drabek & McEntire (2003)  mention some assumptions in a disaster that is not true: 

- Government is the only actor in emergency response. 



 7 

 

- Information from outside official channels is lacking. 

- Standard operating procedures will always work. 

- Ad hoc emergence is not productive. 

- Citizens are passive in disaster operations. 

Tierney et al., (2006) warn that the wrong assumptions above could affect emergency 

management planning in a disaster. They also state that the belief in myths concerning 

disaster behavior is harmful because of their potential for influencing organizational, 

governmental, and public responses during disasters. Finally, they affirm that incorrect 

assumptions can lead to misallocations of public safety resources that could be put to better 

use in providing direct assistance to victims. 

Study Objective 

The primary objective of this study is to show another point of view about the news 

media in a disaster through a case study of the 2004 tsunami disaster in Indonesia. To 

accomplish the aims of this study, a news media in Indonesia is chosen to see what the media 

did and the impacts of their activities during emergency response phase in a country where a 

permanent agency of emergency management was not exist. 

Study Area 

The study area for this research is Province of Nanggroe Aceh Darussalam 

(hereinafter “Aceh”). Aceh situated at the northern tip of Sumatera Island, between latitudes 

2°N - 6°N and longitudes 95°E - 98°E, with the area of approximately 57,365.57 km square 

or 12.26 % of size of Sumatra Island or covering 1.17 per cent of Indonesia. Aceh consists of 
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119 islands, 73 major rivers and 2 lakes, and is surrounded by Malacca Strait in the north, 

North Sumatra Province in the east, Indian Ocean in the south and the west (“Aceh.Net:  Map 

& Geography”). Banda Aceh as the capital and the largest city of Aceh has been chosen as 

the site area of this research.  

On 26 December 2004 an earthquake shook Indian Ocean approximately 150 km. off 

the coast of Aceh. It was the second largest earthquake the world had experienced over the 

past generation. About forty-five minutes after the earthquake, a tsunami wave, in some 

places up to 12 meters, struck Aceh and within just a few minutes the wave crushed an 800 

km. stretch of Aceh’s coast - more or less the same distance between Paris and Berlin 

overland (“Formation of BRR”). The areas that were hit by tsunami are shown in Figure 1.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. The tsunami affected-area in Aceh Province, Indonesia (Source: Doocy et al., 
2007). 
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Research Approach 

This study uses a participatory action research approach. The author was in Banda 

Aceh prior, during, and after tsunami. Besides that, interview via email is also conducted 

with people who were in Indonesia and watched Metro-TV reporting tsunami in Aceh to see 

their perspectives. 

Tsunami’s aftermath in Banda Aceh 

According to Perry & Lindell (2006), tsunami in Banda Aceh can be categorized as a 

catastrophe because it was a large scope of impact event that crossed multiple communities, 

produced very high level of damage and social disruptions, and sharply interrupted 

community and lifeline services (see Figure 2). The tsunami impacted large coastal areas in 

several countries near Indian Ocean. Most of the building are damage or destroyed, either by 

earthquake or by tsunami. Most community functions are sharply and concurrently 

interrupted. Lifeline infrastructures simultaneously fail. This interrupts electric power, fuel, 

water, sewer, transportation, and communication services. Information about other place on 

the west cost of Aceh was none. The situation of Meulaboh City, for example, was not 

known until day sixth after the disaster causing impediment for emergency response to the 

victims in that area.   

After the high magnitude of earthquake, people did not anticipate for the tsunami so 

they did not conduct evacuation earlier. As the consequence, there were so many disaster 

victims, both the deaths and the refugees. More than 90% of the medical personnel in several 

towns were killed (Perry & Lindell, 2006).  
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Figure 2. Satellite image of Banda Aceh after the tsunami was draped over a 500-m digital 
elevation model. The yellow line indicates the shoreline before the tsunami; the red line 
identifies the extent of inundation. Red dots depict measurement locations of flow depth or 
direction. Numbers show representative measurements of flow depths (in m), and arrows 
show direction of flow. The tsunami flow depth was in excess of 9 m in Banda Aceh, and run 
up (R) ranged up to 31 m in Lhoknga. (Source: Borrero, 2005).  

 

Emergency response in Banda Aceh 

To protect communities from environmental hazard, mitigation and preparedness are 

the preventive practices in emergency planning which is very important for community or 

organizational preparedness to reduce risk (Perry & Lindell, 2006). As a consequence, 

immediate protection action should be made to save life. Population protection action can be 

divided as in-place protection, which is used when structures provide enough safety from 

impact force; and evacuation, which is used when people have to move to prevent 
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vulnerability (Perry & Lindell, 2006). Communities on the Indian Ocean and Malaka Strait 

coasts are vulnerable to tsunami and evacuation is the only choice for population protective 

response when a major wave approaches. Indeed, evacuation is a reasonable action to protect 

people. Nonetheless, Perry & Lindell (2006) affirmed that the relocation of threatened 

populations to palaces outside the hazard impact area requires people to have enough time to 

prepare and travel out of the impact area.  

Perry & Lindell (2006) explained more about evacuation that is needed consideration 

on the number of people who must be moved, the distance to safety and on some elements: 

a. Ensuring that there is enough time to complete an evacuation to provide a greater level of 

protection than protection in place.  

b. Defining the areas to be evacuated by using available technical analyses and commonly 

recognized geographical and political landmarks. 

c. Obtaining the authority to order an evacuation. 

d. Selecting evacuation routes which need to assign traffic control and to ensure fuel 

availability. 

e. Identifying and activating a reception center system in safe area because in an evacuation 

that involves very large people or long distances for travel force grater evacuee 

dependency on mass care facilities. 

f. Addressing the problem of pet evacuation; whether shelters can accommodate pets or not. 

g. Preparing to accommodate people outside the vulnerable zones who are expected by 

authorities to evacuate. 
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h. Activating the same procedures as were used to evacuate the areas when appropriate to 

return (e.g. assign route, fuel availability and traffic).  

In contrast to the people-protection plan above, people in Banda Aceh and other 

places in Aceh Province did not relocate simply because there was no emergency 

management agency in Indonesia to maintain early warning system. Following the 

earthquake, the local authority did not warn anything about evacuation because they did not 

know that tsunami would strike the city. 

The failure in emergency response was also because the situation in the affected areas 

approached chaos as illustrated in Figure 3 and Figure 4. The local authorities had lack of 

administrators and staff to deal with the complex problem of emergency response. There 

were no permanent local/national emergency management agencies for natural disasters in 

Indonesia. As a rational reaction, local community conducted emergency response for 

providing shelters and treating the injured. However, in general the refugees and the dead 

bodies were not managed properly.  

Metro-TV and the disaster 

The news media spread information about the disaster in Banda Aceh to the world 

after several minutes. One of them is Metro-TV which is a national news network in 

Indonesia. Since the first week after tsunami, this station broadcasted for 24 hours in seven 

days for a month with one theme: to provide up-to-date information on many aspects of the 

tsunami. However, Metro-TV did something further than what a news media usually do. Due 

to the lack of government’s action, there was no significant progress in emergency response.  
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Figure 3. The “before” images, collected in June 2003, offered a map to help the team 
navigate Banda Aceh geography and understand the area’s prior landscape. (Source: “Case 
Study Southeast Asian Tsunami: Rebuilding a Community”). 
 
 
 

 

Figure 4. The “after” images were collected on Dec. 28, just two days after the tsunami 
struck Banda Aceh. They showed unthinkable damage, illustrating in detail a markedly 
changed shoreline and flood damage more than three kilometers inland – large piles of 
debris, ruined villages and washed out vegetation, roads, bridges and rail lines. The data were 
critical to helping the San Diego State University’s Visualization Center’s (the Viz Center) 
relief team discern the state of the infrastructure and form a plan for addressing it. (Source: 
“Case Study Southeast Asian Tsunami: Rebuilding a Community”). 

 



 14 

 

In that case, one week after the tsunami, Metro-TV launched an emergency response 

program called “Indonesia Menangis”. This decision was made by the owner of the media 

and nationally broadcasted live. Although they had no experience and understanding about 

emergency management issues, they dare to take risks for doing this effort to help the 

disaster victims.  

“Indonesia Menangis” conducted some major actions to response the crisis. This 

program began with forming emergency response team by recruiting volunteers for Aceh, 

providing food for the refugees, recovering the deaths, and helping people found their 

relatives. Since the program was launched and nationally broadcasted, many people across 

the country were interested on this initiative and registered for the program. 

Metro-TV also forced the national authority to act rapidly and effectively in the 

response phase when fuel was hardly found in Aceh. The owner of Metro-TV, who also a 

senior member of the government’s party, used his media broadcasting live from the office of 

the Minister of Energy to discuss about fuel distribution in Aceh. Everyone could watch the 

secretary when he made phone call to a fuel distributor station to immediately response to the 

crisis. 

Metro-TV was also holding fund raising events to get the money from public for 

emergency response. This event usually invited national musicians to a live concert and 

nationally broadcasted. Regularly, they posted a report of the fund that had been collected. 

In their day-to-day action, Metro-TV made coordination with other organizations 

(military and civil) since there were several organizations in the area who conducted 

emergency response.  
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Another important thing is that Metro-TV was generally portraying positive images 

of residents of the impact area. Their reports focused on their emergency response activities, 

other non-government organization’s activities, local and national government’s activities, 

and the need of the victims that was still untouched by those organizations. 

Since Metro-TV reported the situations in the impact area every day, either in the 

shelters or on the streets, many people in other cities came to Metro-TV’s headquarter to 

watch the recorded news to find their relatives. Some of them found their relatives by this 

way. 

Metro-TV put the tsunami crisis more special than other news media, particularly 

among national televisions. Other televisions still broadcasted with regular programs 

(entertainment, sport, and news) with special report of disaster in a news program. Although 

they were also holding fund raising events and helping people found their relatives, there 

were no special response like Metro-TV did. They were still a business group with regular 

business works. 

Why Metro-TV took actions? 

As a business company, Metro-TV is a regular profit organization whose primary 

goal is to obtain economic benefit from news and entertainment. It was hard to understand if 

the owner of this media tried to change his company to become a social organization. Yet, in 

term of their action after a national disaster, that was really happened for a short time. Metro-

TV was becoming an emergency response organization due to the lack of government’s 

response to the 2004 tsunami. Of course, its resources were limit, so they did not play the 
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government’s role in emergency response, rather helping the government in an emergency 

response phase to help disaster victims. 

Did Metro-TV present disaster myths? This question relate to the disaster myth that 

usually reported by news media. According to the author’s personal experience and opinion 

from people who watch Metro-TV during the emergency response path, Metro-TV’s reports 

were proportional and true. Metro-TV reported that many victims of tsunami that were 

evacuated or injured or died were needed helped since the local authorities was not function 

normally. This report was true and even this circumstance was one of the reason why Metro-

TV became an emergency response organization by launching “Indonesia Menangis”. Metro-

TV also avoided reporting negative images of residents of the impact area. In general, they 

tried to provide one issue to the world: Aceh needed help. 

Some people recorded the situation prior, during, and after tsunami with their camera 

recorder. Some of them were in a community event when earthquake and tsunami hit Aceh 

on Sunday, December 26. Others were at home. Their videos became important since they 

sent them to news media and broadcasted to the world. In addition to share true information 

to public, Metro-TV regularly broadcasted several amateur videos to show what happened 

before, during, and after tsunami through the eyes of the residents in the affected areas. This 

opened the eyes of the world that a catastrophe had happened in Aceh. 

Another issue is the purpose of emergency response conducted by Metro-TV; was it 

for humanitarian, business, or politics? The author’s opinion is the same with others who 

were interviewed that for any purpose, Metro-TV really helped the victims during the 

emergency response. In fact, Metro-TV could do the response for humanitarian, business or 
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politics simultaneously and that was normal because of several things: 

- The owner of the news media is from Aceh; thus, he has moral responsibility to help 

people of Aceh in a humanitarian mission. 

- Metro-TV is a profit organization that relies on news market and advertisement; if they 

can provide high quality news or other programs they will get more economic benefits. 

- The owner is a member of a political party who has opportunity to show the public that 

he can do something for people in a crisis; this would give him a credit point for his track 

record for future political career. 

Impacts on the disaster response 

Since Metro-TV provided news about tsunami for 24 hours in seven days for a 

month, the Indonesians public and audiences around the world knew that a catastrophe was 

happening in Aceh and then they responded immediately. Additionally, people and the 

government well informed about Aceh and knew what, where, when, and who affected by 

the disaster, then initiated appropriate response activities.  

Another impact is to national/local authority that rapidly formed a national 

emergency response team and prepared for a recovery phase. Recognizing the extent of the 

destruction, the Government of Indonesian (GOI) acknowledged the tsunami in Aceh as a 

national disaster by appointing the National Coordinating Board for Disaster Management 

(BAKORNAS PBP) to implement the emergency response. The Minister for Social Welfare 

was appointed to lead the emergency response activities and an operations centre was 

established in Banda Aceh (“Formation of BRR”).  
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Along with other news media, Metro-TV also triggered other organizations to 

response immediately. Instantaneous international response, including 133 countries, came to 

Aceh to provide assistance to this humanitarian mission. There were not less than 16,000 

military troops from different countries deployed during the emergency response, in what has 

been described by observers as one of the largest non-war military missions since the Second 

World War. Moreover, nine aircraft carriers, 14 warships, 31 airplanes and 75 helicopters 

were also deployed for rescue missions, evacuation, logistics and medical support. 

Eventually, on March 26th, 2005 the Indonesian President stated the end of the emergency 

response phase (“Formation of BRR”).  

Conclusions 

Through the story of Metro-TV as a news media in Indonesia, a new perspective of a 

news media in a disaster can be seen, especially in a development country like Indonesia that 

had no agency to perform four functions of emergency management: hazard mitigation, 

emergency preparedness, emergency response, and disaster recovery. The lesson learned 

from Indonesia is that the government at any level should have an emergency management 

system. 

As one of the pillar of democracy, the news media could play more than one role in a 

disaster. Metro-TV is one example of how a news media transformed to an emergency 

response organization for humanity, business, and politics at the same time. Information is 

very important in a disaster for appropriate response, but it is also can ruin the emergency 

activities if it contains myths rather than facts. 
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Finally, Banda Aceh has to be prepared for the next tsunami or earthquake or any 

kind of disaster to prevent the loss of life and property. Mitigation and preparedness must be 

conducted by constructing a better structure of building and road, training and evaluation, 

and study the way to evacuate people effectively. In addition, emergency response should be 

collaboration among stakeholders to move forward for disaster recovery process so that the 

community in affected area can back to a normal life but better than before. 
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