Kenyon 17 febbraio 2004

THE EFFECT OF THE MEDIA ON FAMILY MEMBERS

It was 8:20 a.m. on October 8, 2001 when radio and television stations around the world began broadcasting the news that two planes had collided during takeoff at Linate Airport. 

They said there were no victims, and only a few passengers were injured.  

As the minutes passed, however, more information arrived. 

News sources said there had been four victims: the crew and passengers of the small Cessna that had crossed the runway while flight SK686, SAS’s MD87, was taking off.

Then came the live TV broadcasts. 

All you could see was a huge cloud of smoke in the distance and several ambulances entering the airport. But no ambulances were coming out.  

The truth finally emerged after 11:00 a.m., when were we officially informed that all passengers were dead: 118 victims of a horrible accident that occurred on the ground due to the failure, delinquency, negligence and superficiality of the people who were in charge and responsible, and unfortunately did not do their job. It was an immense tragedy that destroyed families and caused a pain so heart-rending and incurable that mere words cannot describe it.

For the rest of the day we were protected from journalists and cameramen because we were transferred to an air force base and assisted by the Red Cross and doctors. 

The onslaught of the press began the following day.

The media are the ones that most disturb the victims’ relatives.

They are considered blood-suckers hunting for exciting news. In those  moments  no one wants to speak. Everyone wants to live in his own sorrow with their relatives and nearest friends. It is one of the most delicate moments – the public want to read and watch touching stories.

The first TV cameras and journalists of various nationalities appeared by 8:00 a.m. the next morning. 

Many of us locked ourselves in our homes and refused to give interviews. 

Others, seized by desperation and not really understanding what was going on, spoke to the journalists about their children, husbands, brothers and parents. 

The stories they told were devastating and extremely moving. Many passengers on that flight were young managers who were going abroad to apply their skills and share their knowledge. 

There were young people with successful careers and older, very talented entrepreneurs, technicians and researchers who were well-known in their fields, in their own Countries  and abroad. 

During the first week the media focused on sensational news, both regarding safety at Linate Airport and stories about various passengers.

News about the disaster started appearing less frequently, which was concerning because without the help of the press and the attention of public opinion, we would have been abandoned. 

With the help of my lawyer, Dr. Dondina in Milan, the family members of ten victims met and discussed about the possibility   to set up an association that would represent the families of Italian and foreign victims. 

We issued a press release which was accepted, to my surprise, by all newspapers and TV stations. For two weeks, every other day, the media provided information and publicized the meeting that was organized at the Milan court house and attended by nearly 130 persons. 

After this experience, we realized how much the media could help us to support our request for justice, for compensation for damages, for immediate help of any kind, as well as bringing to the attention of the public exactly how the authorities were helping or not helping us.

I and a few others wanted journalists to attend because they made it possible for so many of us to meet. 

Many others were frightened and ashamed to speak with the media and share their feelings. 

This is when the first fierce clash with the media occurred.

We were therefore forced to prohibit journalists from attending the meeting. Nonetheless, several journalists snuck in and were present. 

The meeting brought many problems to light: tragic family situations, people deprived of income, and small companies forced to close due to lack of liquidity. 

The press exploited dozens of serious, urgent cases that immediately caught the attention of the public opinion and politicians. 

But still the journalists wanted more – they wanted the sensational news and they contacted the families directly creating enormous psychological problems.

We decided then to form a Committee. After two weeks we all met at Hotel Splendido in Milan, which SAS kindly placed at our disposal, and founded the “8 Ottobre per non dimenticare” (for never to forget) committee in the presence of a notary.

I was elected President and spokesperson. 

My job in the fashion industry has always given me an opportunity to meet with the media, so I knew how to behave with the press. 

I realized, however, that the approach with news reporters was entirely different from what I knew, so I had to quickly learn a new way of communicating. 

First of all, we had to provide small amounts of information at a time.

We could not beg journalists to write articles, but make them understand that they were indispensable in helping us achieve our objectives. 

We had to avoid appearing too often in TV, otherwise we would have risked becoming a public figure, and we had to take turns appearing in public and speaking about our situation. 

As a result, we caught the attention of the public for over a year, and this gave us strength: our Committee received 8,000 requests of membership from Italian and foreign citizens. 

We set up an Internet website that is still has 7000 hits a month, on average. Our website presents the projects and activities of the Committee as well as trial proceedings. It also has a special area for journalists. 

Today more than 400 journalists are accredited and receive our press releases. We also set up a press office and have a person who constantly maintains contacts with the media. 

Thus, our association has an excellent image and reputation, and is considered very well organized and authoritative, especially on an institutional and political level. 

As a result, we have been able to obtain funds from the city of Milan and the Lombardy Region, and also from the institutions involved in the accident (SEA has allocated funds for scholarships for the children of the victims until they reach 18 years of age; ENAV has made a congruous contribution for Committee activities; and ENAC has funded events and a square in Rome entitled 8 Ottobre).

The city of Milan, in cooperation with SAS and SEA, funded the Bosco dei Faggi (the beech.s wood)- memorial park in an area of Forlanini Park in Milan near Linate Airport, where 118 beech trees, one for each victim, were planted. 

The Milan and Inter football teams played a charity match before 60,000 fans that was broadcast live on national TV, and part of the proceeds was devolved to the Committee. 

Several Italian communities in which victims resided helped us financially, and the Italian government set up a solidarity fund. 

All this would never have happened without the Committee and especially without the help of the press. 

Only the  airline company SAS was the one that gave all the attention  and help from the very first day without being asked for – and they are still doing it today. Just yesterday they organized a carnival party for our children. This means a lot to us.

As time passed we modified our approach to avoid irritating the public. 

We decided we no longer wanted to talk about our sorrow and preferred giving more coverage to the trial. 

We therefore decided to carefully follow developments, focus on the accused without being too vehement, and publicly call attention to the excellent work of the court, which is quickly and professionally handling the trial: the first sentence is expected for March. 

Media tend to forget quickly. We need to create interest around us.

Today, besides the trial, we are also focusing on flight safety, which is one of the fundamental objectives of our Committee.

It is a very difficult and delicate operation that disturbs and irritates several organizations.  

We created a task force of technicians and aviation experts who will monitor Italian airports and, through the Committee, report all violations. 

It is a project that few appreciate. 

While institutions, private companies and the government initially showed interest and applauded the project, they have since made it difficult for us to review documents and send our technicians for inspections. 

We are organizing a European conference on flight safety which will be held this year in Milan. 

We hope it will lead to concrete benefits, and not just words and sterile promises. 

And we can successfully accomplish this project only with the help of the media.

Thank you for your attention. 
