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This column isn’t about my son, although it’s tempting to make it so.
That he and I share the same first and last names – and that I once wrote for the same local newspaper that currently employs him as a staff reporter – confuses many. But local journalism is a very different experience for my son than it was for me 30 years ago.
Our newsroom staff easily was twice the size of that newspaper’s current staff. We always worked out of the newsroom, going out into the field to report and then returning to write our stories.
When we did write and submit stories remotely, we did so on little portable “computers” that had a whopping 32 kB of memory and two-inch-deep screens upon which we could compose eight lines of copy at a time.
In this pandemic-induced remote-work world, my son’s “newsroom” is his home office, where he has far more computing power than our mainframe had at the time. The biggest difference, though, is that we didn’t have to deal with social media. For him, it’s a constant focus.
This all came to mind this past week after talking with my son about his experiences on the day that the remnants of Hurricane Ida came pouring through the Alleghenies.

“It was like I was seeing that the world was green, the authorities were telling me the world was green, but everyone else was saying the world was red,” recalled David in our phone conversation.
There’s no question that our section of the Alleghenies came close to disaster on September 1. The panic that resulted, however, was due more to a flood of bad information than water. 
The flashpoint was Wilmore Dam, a 195-acre reservoir about eight miles south of Ebensburg. Although filling to within 18 inches of capacity, the dam worked as designed. 

By mid-day, Wilmore was spilling up to a million gallons of water every minute – much of it via an emergency spillway – a volume of water that unfortunately caused localized flooding just downstream along the North Branch of the Little Conemaugh River.

Social media exploded with erroneous reports that the Wilmore Dam had failed. Respected individuals and agencies got caught up in the panicked “reporting.”

The National Weather Service bureau in State College made things worse by issuing a “Flash Flood Warning” that contained references to a “Dam Break” and “failure of Wilmore Dam,” and cited “County Dispatch” as the information source.

The combination of social media reports, plus the NWS warning, led to misleading reporting on local TV stations and at least a couple of national news networks.
“They NEVER contacted us before spreading rumors. Never verified their info,” said Jim Greco, spokesman for the Cambria Somerset Authority, the owner/operator of Wilmore Dam. “Dave [my son] called several times to ascertain what was actually occurring.”
Am I proud of my son for getting the story right? Of course. But, frankly, he was just doing his job properly.

Well-trained journalists know to contact primary sources for information when such sources are available – and in this instance they were. In fairness, once local news stations received accurate information, they corrected their stories.
There’s no self-correction on social media, though, which reported that the dam had broken, the National Guard was mobilizing to evacuate Downtown Johnstown and several suburbs were being evacuated – all untrue.
The Internet quickly spreads such misinformation far and wide, creating panic in people who, knowing Johnstown’s flooding history, fear the worst for local residents. My Erie-area brother called to check on me.
Everyone should be applying lessons learned from this near-calamity: Authorities need to communicate more clearly; local journalists need to fact-check more effectively.

As for the rest of us, when the next emergency happens, we need to unplug from social media and pay attention to local media instead. We’ll have less panic and more reliable information.
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