THE CORONAVIRUS IS A FIERCE REMINDER of just how much we need credible journalism, especially in times of crisis. And there’s been much to admire in the media’s coverage of the coronavirus crisis. Timely, accurate, high-profile reporting has helped in understanding the danger of the virus and how to contain its spread through measures such as social distancing. To varying degrees, the coverage has also held authorities to account for their handling of the crisis, with President Trump under particular scrutiny after spending weeks dismissing the pandemic as a “hoax” before claiming that he knew it was a pandemic all along.

The contrast between the media’s coverage of the coronavirus and the climate crisis illuminates another core truth about the media. Collectively, the media exercises perhaps the greatest power there is in politics: the power to define reality, to say what is and what is not important at any given time. The coronavirus has correctly been treated as supremely important, dominating virtually every homepage and broadcast. Stories on other subjects have all but disappeared, and some newsrooms have halted production on non-coronavirus stories altogether. While this is understandable given the scope of the COVID-19 threat, This is partly a matter of perception: coronavirus is an immediate and concrete threat—it might sicken any of us today. There is now widespread understanding that early and wide ranging intervention is crucial to limiting the virus’s spread.

It's interesting to see the media's largely positive role in helping to combat the coronavirus crisis. At the same time, social media liars are at work. Unfortunately, people still sharing rumours, fake stories and half-truths about COVID-19 through the likes of Instagram and Twitter as they struggle to understand how best to protect themselves and their families.

"We believe our journalism can help people make informed decisions as we navigate uncertain times," said the Globe and Mail March 11. While it normally relies on subscriptions, it chose to make coronavirus-related stories free "because of the enormous public safety interest,"

Testifying on Capitol Hill in Washington D.C., March 12, Internews president and CEO Jeanne Bourgault referenced the pandemic and said, "During times like this we all experience the urgency of access to timely, relevant and trusted information."

For once, mainstream and social media are on the same page.
