[ AN
MEMORANDUM
TO: Mayors!' Offices
Human Relations Agencics
Interested Persons
FROM:

Detroit Commission on Community Relations

SUBJECT : Establishing a Rumor Control Center

HISTORY AND PURPOSE QF DETROIT'S RUMOR CONTROL CENTER
*N——_m

. The report of the Nationzal Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders issued in

dealt exXtensively with the history of disorders, the patterns
of disorders

« the basic Causes, the formation and conditions existent in
the ghettos and plans of

action on a local, state and national level. Com-
lmu_z_l_ica_tion patterns in ri

ots was of particular interest to the Commission.
It was pointed out that

much of the trouble occuring in the summer of 1‘_967
was generated through distortion of facts and information. "“"Rumor S1gnl- |

ficantly aggravated tension and disorder in more than 65% of the disorders | .
studied by the Commission. Consequently, the rumors made the job of the

police and community leaders far more difficult. | The Commission therefore
felt that the 'harmful effect' of rumors could be offset if police, public
officials and community leaders could guickly and effectively circulate the
facts. They proposed the establishment of a Rumor Control Center by cities

anticipating civil disturbances. The office, as envisioned in the report,
would be responsible for the collection evalu

R

atlon and countering of rumors
Lg_h.‘l.ch could lead to civil disorder." _
Wrior to the issuance of the Nationsl Advisory Commission report, Mayor
Jerome P. Czveanagh created the Detroit Rumor Control Center and gave
Tesponsibility for its operation to the Commission on Community Relations.
Significant polarization was occuring in the Detroit Metropolitan area at
that time. Rumors were circulating in th

e suburbs surrounding Detroit
Stating that militants from the inner city were going to invade suburban

communities. In the inner city rumor had it that white right-wing groups
were planning an irivasiorjl, Gun sales for the first three months of the
year had spiraled far beyond the equivalent period of last year. Vigie

lante R=OUPS Were said to be organizing in small suburban townships. An +
ad na extremely important dimension was the absence of the two major

'Pe"brepolitan Hewspapers which had been shut down because of strikes since
October of 1967. The communication gap created by the absence of the
news; 'S W ing filled by wildly circulating rumors.
at that time Sald: "Riots are not inevitable...but
LN Th: Or in any other ci
‘Ehﬁt every citizen has
give rise to violence.

Mayor Cavanagh

when I say that riots
ty are not inevitable, I must emphasize

it within his power to affect the conditions that |

"If he accepts uncritically every rumor, if he
hug 1 neither understanding how it works nor The legal implications
Qf using 2 if he endorses vigil
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"A11 of these things have been happening in the Detroit area. We ssem tO

have lost our judgment and our perspective. Wildly irresponsible rumors,
concerning what 'might happen next summer,' have been spread tl:lroughout
the Detroit area by commentators whose credibility in normal circumstances

would be immediately discounted.'" 1In setting up the Rumor Control Cenger,
Mayor Cavanagh informed the public that 'each rumor will be checked out,

the true facts established and an effort made to dispel the rumor before 1t

can do any more damage.' Less than a month after the Rumor Control Center

was created the assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King occurred. It was

during this period that the Rumor Control Center was found to be a vital
and significant municipal service.

CCR _TENSION CONTROL ACTIVITY

The Field Investigation Division of the Detroit Commission on Community
Relations has traditionally functioned as an investi-gativeﬁagnd infor- ..
mation gathering unit focusing on rumor and incident control. Inte;liﬂgeﬂé:e‘_
data on extremist. groups is maintained in the usual course of business.
E}ncideni&haviggxﬂacj;_al overtones are also investigated and evaluated by
“this unit. Primery responsibility for the operation of the Rumor Control
Center was given to this division of the agency because of 1ts experience.

SUGGESTED PROCEDURE FOR SETTING UP A RUMOR CONTROL CENTER

-
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Tl}e Commission on Community Relétiéns has 18
_8ide lines. There are 19 p '

during emergencies servicé rumor calls.

handled by the Ehz‘efg:g;_dgmgr;ita of the Field Investigation

There is a special tele hone line used only by the Secret
. .he CCR ?Or_fomunlczation with the Mayor. oli

n be used to &i

Four basie concerns should be

Center. Thooe e 2 considared in setting up : Rumpr Control
Lo Publici-zing the Rumor Control Center
ae Staffing

~ 3 Physical Equipment

(.*'/; | . -
. *47 .Establlﬁhlng a communication hnetwork
Publicizing the Rumor Control Center
Where possible it is best b5 chi ¢
e o bossible it is best to have the chief execyts o
oS Creation, the function » Tocation oF 1y ool the city anmounce -
Prfess; I'EJ: e aﬁ-;S Shc;—-_n___e_ S and the loc_atlfqn of the

Ly B?be contacted an continuing publici
~. caterts phone number. . Car cards can a1 > Publicity
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h stories 1in national

. i s R
National coverage by both NBC and CBS television along wi to the operation

' ) - 153 blicity
magazines such as NEWSWEEK end TIME gave ext?nswe U _ e
of Detroit's Rumor Control Center. Information also appeared in the newspape

of many of the nation's largest cities. Great interest was shown bg z::sial
European television networks and film clips were shot of the Rumor LO

Center's operation.
Staffing
committed to answering

calls during periods of grave emergency when volume is high. At such times
the center is manned on a 24-hour basis. The day shift 1is .f:E'omh 8 a.m. !:0

7 pom., and the night shift is from 7 p.m. to 8 a.m. Seven in the evenu}gt
was designated as the end of the day and the beginning of the evening shif
< because of curfew which was set in Detroit a& 8 p.m.

A1l personnel in the agency except ‘supervision are

During periods of grave emergency, a high volume Qf calls was maintained
until 3. At 6 a.m. the number of calls began to increasec agallls

~~ A supervisor is always designated as being in charge of each rumor shift.

As calls fall off and the 24-hour staffing by the CCR is not warranted, the
staff operates the center from 8 a.m. in the morning until 8 p.m. in the

o e T L e e e

evening when the CCR switchboard is connected with the desk of the Detroit

=
e il g

P_ ice Detective Bureau where officers take the calls until 8 a.m. the
following morning. '

\/The CCR switchboard is shut at 5 p.m. and rumor calls are thereafter taken
by members of the Detective Bureau during periods of normal operation when

No emergency exists. 2

2;1 phione PeFsonnel: During the working day most of the staff persons man
. L_t?lepnes end are relieved by supervisors. A _list of voluntee

Wiy

—=akalSl-drom Metropolitan Human Relations agenciessy b i ' T
_ . bt O LA » out to this time it
hasmwy to use them. - Sl e Sl

Subsequent to Mayor Cavanagh's creation of the Rumor Control Center,

aiter the staff had accumulated some ' : '
enll o _ . . experience in deali ‘
calls, a set of guidelines for responding S rumar

and given to the staff. to rumor calls was worked out

(See attached "Guidelines for Responding to Rumor Calls")

ers was AT v N
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additional Personnel: The Detroif civil disturbance support.plaiiissuec

26 LAYOL-S.oiddce-assigns personnel from Detroit's Medel-Neighbor-
nood Agency to augment rumor control staff during those periods when |
emergency mobilization occurs. The rationale for this ‘assignment

s that® these _persons.. have vital...community. contacts
“and can sensitively handle rumor calls without extensive briefings.
Physical Eguipment

During the evening shift the switchboard is arranged "

= < 8
»po that all §ncoming>calls can be taken on phones located<in one room. &~

his allows maximum efficiency in usage, exchange, updating, and evalu-
tion of information. ‘During the day shift rumor calls are fed to th§
ield Investigation unit until the volume becomes such that they are in-
capable of handling the calls. Primary responsibility for rumor cal]__s .
1ies with the Field Investigation Division and secondary responsibility 1s
given to the Research and Information Division because staff persons there

¢are more likely to be scheduled in the office and can easily cancel any
outstanding appointments.

Telephones: The number of outside lines and telephones needed in the of-

fice are largely dependent on the size of the agency and community which
it services.

{It is desirable to have  several telephone lines available only for calling
Qut,

The chief executive of the agency should have a direct line to the Mayor's

A police phone on which all precincts and bureaus can be directly contacted
1s mandatory. '

ing phones. A plastic covering over the map makes it possible oy -

over: or_recording
Wd plotting verified incidents. FGRbA
Blackboard: The board should be visible to all o

G _should t perating personnel and used
cordings of ¢ ditions (e.g. curfew changes,

Information Notebooks: Each staff person should

Stall T on g e _notebooks
. - g o ___MW**MnnT;JWHWHy G
s eesential information relating, to curfew regulations. available

mergERer T Tosources for locating missing persons-and acquiring
f roe=RCy 100d and medical supplies, etec. Loose leaf folders are excellent
+Or-this purpose ag they facilitate modification of information. '

forms: (1) Rumor Report Sheet (Yellow)-ig t

e —— | : . O be used to recordqd rum:
determined by staff to be important. (2) v Pr8
each morni

~ = Dail Revort to Mavor- 3 .
i Horning to the Mayor's office for reviéﬂ%?hem tljl-: S;lbm:}tted
b &y!-- ~ (3) itchboard Tally-used by-switehboa Previous

“AMPles of these forms are attached.
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Establishing A Communicat-ons Network
For the ps

SUnme

ers the Commission on Community Relations Fi§1d Investi-
operated.bhe. Summer. Week-End- arly-warning Projects
7 (SWEEP). « er:Week-End Farly. g,

' The personnel of ag encles, during periods of serious disturbance, become

\the_eyes and ears” of the Rumor Comtres Cortes. Informally, they act as
"field Anvestigators" ang can be contacted by CCR staff to verify and
check incidents reported ang inqui '




handled approximate
situations, the

gency situations 1
these type calls,

wOMe 1ndicati 1€ relationship of events to rumors is shown by the

{ volume of calls., The Detroit Rumor Control Center averaged 132 calls per

¢ day prior to the assassination of Dr. King and 915 calls the day

| after the shooting, During the ensuing three days, over- one

—thousand w©alls per day were received. These calls
came mainly from the suburbs surrounding Detroit (mainly white communities).
A recurring rumor was of the speculative type illustrating the feer whic[:.t

had been he white communities. The rumor, in essence, indi-

cated that Neg anned to systematically kill off the children in white

requency Of rumor” calls has dropped off sigﬁificantly since the

period following the assassinated.

£ bel leves that & Rumor Contr ,.?phgmiiﬁm&hsplu?l&-ﬁtal to a
expe s Heigtened social tensions even with other sources

a8 _hewspapers,. fully operative. Citizens should

fcall immediately and be assured of getting an accurate

ir questions. The Rumor Control Center ful-
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