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Ever since NewsPro launched as a stand-alone publication in 2009 — and even well before 
that, when it appeared as a regular special section of TelevisionWeek — a recurring, unsettling 
topic of the annual environmental journalism issue has been that of endangered species. We’re 
not talking the Columbian white-tailed deer, but environmental journalists themselves.

In this rapidly changing, Internet-driven world where traditional journalism outlets have 
battled extinction through endless retrenchment, repositioning and adaptation, the environ-
mental beat is prominent among those that have borne the brunt of cost-cutting. And again 
this year, the NewsPro/SEJ survey re� ects the professional realities of limited resources and 
scarcity of sta�  jobs.

� e mainstream-media body count continued in 2013: Notably, the New York Times dis-
banded its environmental desk in January and, as chronicled on page 33, the Oregonian, long 
well-regarded for its environmental coverage, eliminated some 50 newsroom sta� ers in June, 
including its sole environmental reporter. 

Some bright spots did emerge, however, as you will see from our pro� le on page 26 of 
InsideClimate News, the virtual news group composed of seven full-time sta� ers — all envi-
ronmental journalists — that won this year’s Pulitzer Prize for national reporting. And on page 
29, we examine the arrival on the cable news scene of Al Jazeera America, already showing 
serious intentions on the environmental beat.   

Environmental journalists have shown themselves to be a persistent lot, driven by concern 
and curiosity, whose dedication to the noble cause has led them to � nd a way, as revealed in 
this issue’s exploration of the freelance and nonpro� t worlds. But as we discover in the latter, 
while these professionals may be producing some of the best and most in-depth work of their 
careers, the nonpro� ts themselves are up against huge challenges, including achieving larger 
regional or national levels of recognition for their hard work. Some days, that can seem quite a 
conundrum to surmount.

We’d like to give special thanks to Anne � ompson for contributing this edition’s Sign-O�  
column. A must-read, it’s an inspirational, personal piece that conveys this simple — and 
heady — message to her fellow environmental journalists: “Our beat is the most signi� cant 
aspect of the future.”

 — Tom Gilbert, Editor

NewsPro® is a registered trademark of Crain Communications Inc.

Go Ahead. Bug Us.
We know pesticides and fertilizers can be complex subject matters.
As a national trade association, RISE (Responsible Industry for a Sound Environment)®

deals with these issues every day and can serve as a resource when you’re on
deadline or need more information. 

Call: Karen Reardon (202) 872-3893       Email: kreardon@pestfacts.org       Visit: DebugTheMyths.com
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Environmental journalists are trained to pry statistics out of 
clamped-down agencies and plow through documents to fi nd 
incriminating data. But how would they rethink their jobs if 

they could collect such information themselves, without gatekeepers 
or drudgery? 

� e possibilities are tantalizing. Imagine measuring air pollution 
along bike routes that state governments lack the funds to monitor 
regularly, contamination in remote streams that feed a drinking 
water supply, or dwindling bird populations.

It’s all within reach, thanks to such inexpensive new technologies 
as sensors and unmanned aerial vehicles, more popularly known as 
drones. What is needed now, according to journalists, tinkerers and 
academics who are working to educate researchers on the possibilities, 
is some imagination and trial and error, some grappling with ethical 
issues, an understanding of exactly what insights data can and can’t 
provide, and, in the case of drones, some serious practice.

“When you’re presented with a new technology like [drones], it’s 
important to be skeptical. Will it work or won’t it? Will it provide new 
opportunities for reporting or won’t it? Don’t marry the technology 
before you check it out,” said Bill Allen, assistant professor of science 
journalism, University of Missouri.

� e moment has already arrived for inexpensive sensor projects, 
as hobbyist computers and microcontrollers, including Raspberry Pi 
and Arduino, come to market. “� e big limitation now is not the 
hardware and it’s not the software and it’s not the cost. It’s the story 
idea,” said John Keefe, senior editor for Data News & Journalism 
Technology at New York public radio station WNYC. “Sound, 
light, humidity, temperature and pollutants” are ripe for sensor 
measurement. 

In the spring, WNYC taught listeners how to make soil 
temperature sensors used to crowd-source predictions for the arrival 
of 17-year cicadas. Some 800 people sent more than 2,000 readings. 

� is fall, working with Columbia University’s Mailman School of 
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The Future Is in the AirThe Future Is in the Air
Drones and Sensors Portend a Revolution in 
Environmental Coverage
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Public Health, the station is equipping New York City volunteer bike 
riders with transistor-radio-sized sensors to monitor air particulates 
along various commuting routes. � e results will be rolled out as the 
data come in, Keefe said, unlike more traditional reporting where the 
data are collected and synthesized into a story. 

WNYC has run up against some challenges as it thinks through 
sensor projects, he noted. � ere are privacy concerns: What 
if microphones put in homes to measure ambient noise from 
ambulances and garbage trucks also pick up conversations? And 
many technological problems still exist: Keefe’s team wanted to 

measure black mold after Hurricane Sandy, but “it turns out the 
biological sensors are pretty complicated.” 

“You really do need to understand the techniques as well as the 
story,” cautioned Fergus Pitt, research fellow at Columbia University’s 
Tow Center for Digital Journalism. Electronic sensors, he noted, 
can’t monitor phosphates and nitrates in water. When gathering 
radiation readings near water sources, journalists have to be aware 
that background radiation could emanate from nearby rocks. 

When journalists contemplate gathering data themselves, “there’s 
a whole range of new skills that need to be brought in,” Pitt said, and 
some may want to form partnerships with universities or other 
organizations, as WNYC is doing for its air-monitoring 
project. 

W h i l e 
further o�  
in the future, 
drones are the 
toys of the moment, 
as dreamers envision � ying 
camera-equipped unmanned vehicles 
over oil spills and wildlife habitats, and 
swooping down to gather water samples 
from swift-moving rivers.

“In many ways this is just a cheaper 
helicopter,” said Allen. “One of the reasons 
this is going to be popular is it’s going to allow 
access to the skies to so many journalists.”

But the reality — for now — is more down 
to earth. � e Federal Aviation Administration 
currently prohibits drones’ use in journalism, 

academia and commercial endeavors. Hobbyists, who are allowed to 
� y drones, must follow strict rules, including having to keep them 
below 400 feet in unpopulated areas, and never letting them out of 
sight. 

Until getting politely grounded for outdoor � ight by the FAA this 
summer, the University of Nebraska-Lincoln and the University of 
Missouri had been � ying drones as part of their journalism programs. 
(� ey interpreted the FAA rules di� erently than the agency did and 
both have applied for certi� cates of authorization to resume � ying.) 

� ey have learned so far that � ying a drone is much harder than 
they anticipated. “You will crash and you will break it,” said professor 
Matt Waite, who started the University of Nebraska-Lincoln’s 
Drone Journalism Lab in November 2011. While drone technology 
is improving at a “breathtaking pace,” he said, “they are still pretty 
prone to crashing,” posing a potential safety risk around crowds. His 
program lost one quad copter to the Platte River, when it went into 
auto-landing mode in 10-to-12-foot-deep water.

� e University of Missouri program “had a lot of broken drone 
legs along the way,” said Allen. Of the half-dozen students in the 
drone program, he said, just two became “excellent” � iers. 

� e FAA requirement that drones be � own with two-person 
teams, Waite said, puts a damper on journalists’ dreams of quickly 
going out and collecting data or video, transferring the material and 
then slapping it up on the Internet “with minimal training and fuss.” 
Short battery life is another limitation.

So what are the possibilities? “Most of them are yet to be 
discovered,” said Allen, who will moderate a panel on drone 
journalism at the SEJ conference. His program has reported on snow 
geese migration, a prescribed burn on a native prairie, oil production 
along the Missouri River and an experimental wheat research farm, 
among other topics. 

� e footage of the prairie � re added value to the story, he said, as 
the drone � ew 40 to 80 feet above the blaze. “You’re actually able to 

Imagine measuring air pollution along 
bike routes that state governments 
lack the funds to monitor regularly, 
contamination in remote streams 

that feed a drinking water supply, or 
dwindling bird populations.

continued on page 6
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� y through the smoke,” he said, as well as above the 	 re to get the 
broad perspective, something “you’re not going to get standing on 
the ground.” 

Allen sees a future using drones for natural disaster coverage, 
allowing journalists to quickly get a shot of, say, an oil spill at a higher 
resolution than Google Earth provides.

While collecting video is currently the easiest way to use drones, 
Waite believes data gathering will ultimately be their best use, 
helpful in terrain modeling, monitoring land use and taking regular 
robotic water samples. Before getting the FAA letter, his program 
was devising an experiment to put a sensor in a 	 eld with a data card 
and wireless device; the drone would have been � own to the remote 
sensor to pick up the data. 

As the technology rapidly evolves, Keefe is helping organize a 
sensor project during the mid-October Online News Association 
meeting in Atlanta to get journalists thinking about story possibilities. 
Waite and his University of Nebraska-Lincoln colleagues are 
likewise organizing what they believe is the 	 rst drone journalism 
conference, Oct. 24 to 26, even though drone journalism will not 

likely be widespread until at least 2015, the deadline that Congress 
gave the FAA for issuing regulations for commercial drone use, 
journalism included. Lawsuits pitting privacy advocates against free 
press proponents could drag the process out further, Waite said. 

But that delay, while frustrating, is “a gift,” he said, because, “this 
is one of the very few times that journalists are able to think about 
how to ethically and responsibly use a new technology before it is 

thrust upon them.” 
� e Professional Society for Drone Journalism’s website 

(dronejournalism.org) already provides a Code of Ethics that’s being 
developed with input from the 50 members, due to the “incorrect 

information out there about the capabilities of these aircraft and 
how they could potentially invade privacy,” said Matthew Schroyer, 
the society’s founder. Some of the fears are “overblown,” he said, 
but at the same time, “one or two bad paparazzi experiences could 
drastically change the regulatory structure that all of us have to 
operate under.” An ethics code, he added, “could legitimize what we 
do and help protect us.” 

Drones to the Rescue continued from page 5
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A VIEW FROM A DRONE
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Many journalists and FOIA-watchers were encouraged when 
a federal appeals court in April ruled that in order to meet 
the Freedom of Information Act’s required 20-day deadline 

to respond to requests, an agency’s response must be meaningful — 
and not just an acknowledgement by the deadline that it is working 
on a response.

As a result of the ruling in the lawsuit, � led by Citizens for 
Responsibility and Ethics in Washington (CREW) against the 
Federal Election Commission, FOIA requesters can now proceed 
straight to a lawsuit if there has been no meaningful response — 
either the production of the requested documents or a denial of the 
request — by the deadline.

Some hoped that the ruling by the D.C. Circuit of the U.S. 
Appeals Court would speed up responses to FOIA requests and 
put an end to rounds of administrative delay, but so far the impact 
appears to be minimal. 

“I had big hopes for it,” said Joseph A. Davis, editor of the Society 
for Environmental Journalists’ “Watchdog” and “TipSheet,” and a 

member of SEJ’s FOI Task Force. But, he added, “I don’t know that 
it’s borne a huge amount of fruit yet.”

Anne Weissman, CREW’s general counsel, agreed that it is 
unclear if there has been any impact. � at is partly due to the fact 
that the ruling simply reinforced requesters’ statutory right to sue if 

the deadline is not met, she said, “and the truth of the matter is that 
most FOIA requesters don’t sue.” 

While the ruling holds promise, Davis said, “Sometimes there are 
actually practical obstacles” that prevent agencies from responding in 

a timely fashion. One way for agencies to speed up responses, he said, 
“would be to budget more money for their FOIA programs.” Indeed, 
Weissman said, some agencies may say they simply don’t have the 
resources for a timely response, “regardless of their obligations under 
FOIA.” 

If the April ruling has not yet had the impact hoped for, some 
see other positive developments in the FOIA realm, including “a 
very strong set of FOIA reforms hopefully coming to the � oor [of 
the House] sometime in fall,” said Rick Blum, coordinator of the 
Sunshine in Government Initiative.

 Among the provisions called for in the bipartisan act is the 
creation of a single portal for submitting requests, which would 
then get routed to the right agency. � e site would build on a pilot 
program from the Environmental Protection Agency that uses 
existing government systems for the submission and tracking of 
FOIA requests through the online portal called FOIAonline. 

Blum called the portal — which is also being used by some 
Commerce Department o�  ces, the Federal Labor Relations 
Authority, the general counsel o�  ce at the National Archives and 
Records Administration, and some Treasury Department o�  ces 
and bureaus — “very promising,” for its potential to cut down on 
the huge source of existing delays when agencies aren’t able to easily 
talk among themselves when they attempt to answer requests. An 
expansion “would make the promise more e�  cient,” he said. 

Davis praised the EPA pilot program but noted, “the sad fact 
is there’s some institutional resistance to that among some other 
agencies,” a problem for which “a little leadership by the White 
House could make a big di� erence. “

� e act would also strengthen the FOIA Ombudsman’s o�  ce, 
by making it more independent, Blum said, something that hasn’t 
been achieved so far. “We have an administration that’s committed 
to transparency, so let’s take the commitment” and make some 
advances, he said. 

High Hopes for the FOIA
But So Far, Victories Are Limited — Journalists Explain Why
By Elizabeth Jensen

RICK BLUM

“We have an administration 
that’s committed to 
transparency, so let’s take 
the commitment.” — Rick Blum
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Environmental journalists need to get away. That’s the fi nding 
of the latest annual NewsPro/Society of Environmental 
Journalists poll of SEJ members, which indicated that they 

are frustrated by lack of funding for travel, and also that they want 
more face time with one another in regional 
or local gatherings and need to learn more 
about emerging issues, especially fracking, 
environmental health, and the impact of 
climate change.

� e 2013 survey also found that a high 
percentage of SEJ members: 

• want help developing skills for operating a 
freelance business.

• could use help with data reporting and 
multimedia production.

• prefer tours in the � eld and meetings with 
scientists as methods of learning.

• are concerned about earning a living through environmental 
journalism.

As the SEJ’s 23rd annual conference gears up, NewsPro asked 
the organization’s members to weigh in on several environmental 
and work-related issues. A hundred and twenty-one journalists 
responded, which SEJ Executive Director Beth Parke said was about 
10% of professional SEJ members.

In the new survey, “availability of travel budget” topped the list of 
barriers SEJ members encounter when trying to gather information 

to do their jobs, with 61.9% of respondents saying it was their major 
problem.

“� is response con� rmed for us that the Fund for Environmental 
Journalism, SEJ’s small grant program, meets a real need, covering 

costs of travel for winning projects,” commented Parke.
“People are clearly getting very tired of being stuck in the o�  ce,” 

Curtis Brainard, sta�  writer for the Columbia Journalism Review, 
commented via email about the survey results. “Even though 
telecommunications have allowed journalists to accomplish more 
and more from their desks — and in many respects, that’s a good 
thing — there really is no substituting for on-site reporting, especially 
when it comes to covering the environment.” 

What are the barriers you face in gathering information to do your job?

Availability of travel budget 61.9%

Access to of� cials 27.7%

Access to data and documents 17.6%

Access to scientists 12.8%

Access to locations 10.8%

ANNUAL SEJ SURVEY

continued on page 12

Another Year in the 
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Journalists Worry About Climate Change — and Travel Costs 
By Tom Gilbert 
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Other obstacles cited included “access to o�  cials,” which 27.7% 
of respondents ranked as their biggest barrier, followed by “access 
to data and documents” (17.6%), “access to scientists” (12.8%) and 
“access to locations” (10.8%).  

“It’s clear from the survey results that the Obama administration 
still isn’t living up to its pledge to usher in an era 
of unprecedented transparency and openness in 
the federal government,” Brainard said. “As in past 
years, lack of access to information and o�  cials is 
one of the most frustrating aspects of the job.”

Among the comments related to that survey 
question were such enlightening, o� -the-chart 
entries as: “� e biggest obstacle I face is getting to 
the source without going through six layers of PR 
people or PIOs, or having someone ‘mind’ the call 
or interviews” and “Security. I live in a totalitarian 
state where the press is muzzled so I have to [live 
a] quasi-underground life. I use [noms de plume] and also have to 
keep my sources safe ... particularly locals.” 

Others sounded the all-too-familiar refrain of limited resources 
in the � nancially beleaguered journalism � eld and getting by as a 
freelancer. One wrote, “Availability of time. Working for a news 
organization where the sta�  has shrunk while its news-gathering 

ambitions have not, I � nd my plate piled higher and higher with 
stories, leaving less time to dig into many and having to skip others 
altogether.” Another wrote, “Enough funding to earn a living is the 
primary obstacle.” 

One of the more interesting � ndings in this year’s survey was that 

49.1 percent of respondents would prefer in-person social gatherings 
as a way to exchange information and commiserate with other 
environmental journalists. Localization was on the minds of a large 
number of commenters, who elaborated on that particular response 
with calls for “chapter meetings,” “local in-person meet-ups,” 
“local networking gatherings,” “regional conferences” and “monthly 

gatherings of SEJ members regionally.”
� e survey’s choice of “Google hangouts” 

elicited the least enthusiastic response, 
with respondents ranking them as the least 
desirable of the networking choices; some 
commenters, however, cast votes for other 
social media alternatives, such as LinkedIn 
and Facebook forums.

Survey takers were also asked to name the 
environmental issue they felt the need to know 
more about. � e most common response was 
“climate change,” with a variety of speci� c 
aspects cited, especially “sea level rise.” Other 
pervasive issues were “fracking,” “chemicals in 
the environment,” “ocean acidi� cation” and 
“carbon sequestering.”

Complex responses in comment sections 
demonstrated a high level of knowledge 
and remarkable questions about emerging 
issues. For example, “Carbon sequestration, 
fracking waste water and injection chemicals, 
basic chemistry — what happens when you 
have both mercury and arsenic in a body of 
water, then that body of water heats up?” and 
“Climate change and mega-methane releases; 
relationship between rising temperatures and 
rising violence; the costs, means and risks of 
decommissioning nuclear plants and safely 
storing wastes.”

Again re¤ ecting the ongoing harsh realities 
of the journalism industry, when asked to rank 

Please rank the following networking styles in order of preference.

Most
Preferred

Email listserv for SEJ 
members only 55.4%

In-person social meet-ups 49.1%

Google hangouts 6.9%

ANNUAL SEJ SURVEY

continued from page 10
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the profession-enhancing skills they’d be most 
interested in developing, 39% of respondents 
chose “operating a freelance business” as the 
most important. � at response was followed 
by “data reporting” (35.2%), “multimedia 
production” (32.1%), “building a news app” 
(14.3%) and “using FOIA” (12%). 

However, if the top two ranking percentages 
for each response are added together — for 
example “data reporting” was chosen as the 
� rst most important skill to learn by 35.2% 
of respondents and second most important by 
23.1% for a total of 58.3% — then the sum of 
those two rankings in that category and of the 
top two in “multimedia production” (chosen 
second by 30.2% for a total of 63.3%) both 
exceeded the sum of the � rst two rankings of 
learning freelance business skills, which was 
chosen as second most important by just 17% 
for a total of 56%. 

“It’s interesting to note that in terms of 
profession-enhancing skills, many journalists 
want to learn data reporting and multimedia 
production (which often go hand-in-hand),” 
said Brainard. “I’d attribute that to the 
ongoing fascination with the ‘big data’ and the 

Please rank in order of importance the following profession-enhancing skills you 
are interested in developing.

Operating as a freelance business 39%

Data reporting 35.2%

Multimedia production 32.1%

Building a news app 14.3%

Using FOIA 12%

What are your preferred methods of learning?

Tours in the � eld 45.8%

Meetings with scientists 41.3%

Programs and workshops 35.1%

Publications 21.3%

Webinars 11.9%

Working with mentors 9.9% continued on page 14
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role it played in major stories of the last year, such as the presidential 
election. 
 e green beat seems like an excellent place to apply similar 
techniques, which could be used to investigate environmental health, 
ecosystem change and many other angles.”

Brainard added that members’ desire to learn more about operating 
as a freelance business is “a sign that they continue to see little, and 
perhaps even less, potential for sta�  jobs.”

Commenters elaborated on their needs with such observations as, 
“I already run a freelance business but tips are always helpful. I � nd 
there’s a void of professional discussions on this topic. Usually the 
trainings I see on freelancing are on starting up, or targeted toward 
beginners.” Other comments included “� nding new outlets for my 
work, especially print, and learning video” and “Better writing skills. 
Can never stop improving our writing.”


 e largest number of participants in the 
survey, when given a list of choices for their 
preferred method of learning, picked “tours in 
the � eld” (45.8%). “Meetings with scientists” 
(41.3%) ranked second, followed by “programs 
and workshops” (35.1%), “publications” 
(21.3%), “webinars” (11.9%) and “working 

with mentors” (9.9%).
Once again, travel expenses and limited 

resources cast a pall over the comments. 
“Free online resources are the most useful for 
freelancers without the � nancial resources to 
pay for travel, conferences, and publication 
fees,” said one. Echoed another, “As a 
freelancer with limited funds, my learning 
occurs while reporting a story. 
 is translates 
into poverty-level hourly earnings for most of 
the environmental stories I do, so while tours 
in the � eld would be ideal, at this point, it’s 
not much of an option.”


 e NewsPro poll is not a random sample, 
scientific survey, Parke noted, “merely a 
snapshot, looking at a motivated, articulate 
group of people responding to complex 
professional demands and challenges.” By 
listening to feedback from this and other 
surveys, she said, “we can learn a lot about 
what’s most helpful, what helps them make a 
di� erence.” 

ANNUAL SEJ SURVEY

continued from page 13
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SEJ Conference: Up 
Close and Personal With 
Sustainability
Secretary of the Interior Sally Jewell Among Speakers 
By Elizabeth Jensen 

Journalists interested in the issue of sustainability will discover 
a prime experiment all around them in the riverside city of 
Chattanooga, Tenn., which is what drew the Society of 

Environmental Journalists to the location for the 23rd annual 
conference, Oct. 2 to 6, 2013. 

� e theme of sustainability — its best practices and its limits 
and how it pertains to another hot topic, biodiversity — is laced 
throughout the four-day agenda of plenary sessions and panels and 
the conference’s signature day of tours around the scenic region 
ringed by the Appalachian Mountains. Most of the event will take 
place at the Chattanooga Convention Center, which calls itself the 
nation’s � rst such facility with a “farm to table” program using food 
from local and in-state providers.

Secretary of the Interior Sally Jewell is scheduled to speak at the 
conference’s opening reception and dinner Wednesday.

U.S. Forest Service Chief Tom Tidwell will address the Wednesday 
evening opening dinner, discussing how sustainable forestry enables 
sustainable cities.

Longtime SEJ conference organizer Jay Letto called Chattanooga’s 

e� orts to save its once sliding 
economy by attracting industries 
interested in sustainability a 
“compelling story.” SEJ also held 
its conference in Chattanooga 15 
years ago, and much has changed 
since that time. 

Volkswagen opened its 
Chattanooga assembly plant 
in 2011, the � rst U.S. plant for 
the carmaker since 1988 and 
the world’s � rst car factory to 
be LEED Platinum-certi� ed. 
� e plant, which has its own 

solar farm generating 12% of its 
energy, turns out Passat TDIs housing VW’s Clean Diesel engines, 
which were a stronger seller for the company in recent months. A 
University of Tennessee study this summer found that VW’s arrival 
had generated more than 12,400 direct and indirect jobs in the 

continued on page 18
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region through 2012. 
“We have plenty of warts but we have also done a lot of good 

things,” said Pam Sohn, the conference’s co-chair along with Anne 
Paine, recently retired from � e (Nashville) Tennessean, and David 
Sachsman, West Chair in 
Communications and Public 
A� airs at the University of 
Tennessee at Chattanooga. Sohn, 
now opinion page editor for the 
Times side of the Chattanooga 
Times Free Press, previously 
wrote about environmental issues 
for the paper. Holding the 
conference in the city “seemed 
like an opportunity to get other 
people talking in other places 
about how all of us can live more 
sustainably,” she said. 

“We will show them how 
Chattanooga has turned its focus 
back to the river instead of away 
from the river, as it was for so many years,” Sohn said, adding, “� e 
river was the back door of a lot of businesses here,” until a change of 

attitude two decades ago. Among new attractions using the river are 
the Tennessee Aquarium, where conference attendees will dine 
Friday evening. 

In addition to the VW plant, which will be o� ering tours to 
conference attendees, the city has 
a new gee-whiz money-saving 
wirelessly networked LED 
streetlight system that can be 
dimmed and brightened from a 
police car, to help with crime 
� ghting, and rigged to monitor 
air pollution. � e manufacturer, 
Global Green Lighting, moved 
its manufacturing plant for the 
lights from China to 
Chattanooga. 

On Friday, an early morning 
breakfast will be accompanied by 
a discussion of the latest 
environmentally friendly vehicle 
technology and a chance to test 

drive new alternative-fuel cars. Panelists for the opening plenary 
session — which follows the breakfast and will examine “Just What 

Is a Sustainable City?” — include the � rst 
Earth Day organizer, Denis Hayes, 

� e Saturday plenary session, led by � e 
Nature Conservancy’s lead scientist and CBS 

News contributor M. Sanjayan, will examine 
the interaction between biodiversity and 
sustainability in everything from crops to 
humans and how protecting diversity is 

Sustainability to Headline SEJ Conference continued from page 16
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One of the highlights of the SEJ 
Conference is the presentation of the 
annual Awards for Reporting on the 

Environment. 
Twenty-one winners in seven categories 

were selected this year from a 
 eld of 234 
entries. First-place winners receive $500 and a 
trophy. Second- and third-place winners and 
honorable mentions receive a certi
 cate.

Winners will be honored Wednesday 
evening, Oct. 2, at a gala ceremony at the 
Chattanooga Convention Center Ballroom 
in  conjunction with SEJ’s 23rd Annual 
Conference. 

Here we present a close-up look at the 

 rst-place entries in 
 ve categories.

KEVIN CARMODY AWARD FOR 
OUTSTANDING IN-DEPTH 
REPORTING, LARGE MARKET

As the SEJ judges noted, problems with 
� ame-retardants are not new. But the 
Chicago Tribune’s Michael Hawthorne, 
Patricia Callahan and Sam Roe nonetheless 
found plenty of fresh material on the subject 
for “Playing with Fire.” 

Hawthorne, also an SEJ winner last year, 
said the stories resulted from a source they 
were talking to about a di� erent story who 
— when asked the standard 
 nal question of 
whether there was anything else — pointed 
the reporters to � ame retardants. Although 
there was a common perception in the 
environmental reporting community that the 

Five Ground-breaking 
Winners for 2013
Journalists Who 
Found Provocative 
New Relevance in 
Existing Terrain 
(and Water)
By Elizabeth Jensen

continued on page 20
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� ame-retardant problem had been dealt with years ago, Hawthorne 
said, “What we didn’t know is that the chemicals that replaced those 
troubled chemicals might be equally troubled, maybe more so.” 

Digging through industry 
documents, county medical 
records, old scienti� c studies and 
tax reports, the reporters found a 
hidden history involving harmful 
chemicals, politics, deception, 
corporate manipulation, the 
tobacco industry and “a doctor 
who was making up dead babies,” 
claiming they had died in � res, 
to sway the argument toward the 
manufacturers, Hawthorne said. 

For years, “Every time you had 
state lawmakers trying to address 
the science, the political answer 
always was: ‘Do you want your 
kid dying in a � re?’” he added. 
� e reporting showed that the chemicals’ e� ectiveness in � res was, in 
fact, overstated. � at resonated with readers, Hawthorne said, as they 
realized they are facing a risk but “not getting the bene� ts.” 

� e reporters’ work, which has already led to changes in public 
policy, will get a big publicity boost this fall, in the HBO documentary 
“Toxic Hot Seat.” [See story page 40.] 

KEVIN CARMODY AWARD FOR OUTSTANDING IN-
DEPTH REPORTING, SMALL MARKET

George Black, executive editor at OnEarth Magazine, � rst 
encountered hydrogeologist and geochemist Robert Moran — one 
of the subjects of “Buried Treasure” — back in 2009 and assigned 
Hillary Rosner, another SEJ award winner this year, to do a Q&A 
with him. � en Black and Moran kept in touch. 

Moran, an expert on the impact of mining on water supplies, 
previously worked for mining companies but now consults for 
nonpro� ts in local communities worldwide as they try to understand 
the impact that mines will have on their regions. Black, who knew 
he wanted to come back to Moran’s work, kicked around ideas with 
Moran for a year until they settled on having Black come along on 
one of Moran’s upcoming jobs in South America.

“All hell broke loose, serendipitously” just as he arrived in Peru to 
look at Conga, a new gold mine high in the Andes. Protests over the 
mine’s environmental impact were suddenly veering into violence, 
Black said. 

Mining “is the great uncovered subject of our times,” said Black, 
who called the lack of coverage “bizarre,” 
given the destruction that mines in� ict on the 
landscape and water supplies. He blames the 
dearth of coverage on the fact that the number 
of environmental journalists is diminishing. 
“� ere are too many issues to go around for 
the number of people writing seriously about 
them,” he said, but added that “people tend 
to look at mining as a very localized thing,” 
treating it as a narrow story rather than seeing 
the global scale and implications. 

OUTSTANDING BEAT REPORTING, 
LARGE MARKET

As a freelancer, Sam Eaton is used to 
juggling, whether assignments or technology 
(he does radio, television and multimedia 
work). He met Peter � omson, science editor 

continued on page 37
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Traditional media companies may be shrinking, but 
environmental journalists are fi nding ways to deepen coverage 
and get the news out through such channels as public radio 

and online environmental publications.
Freelancers are � nding outlets in niche publications online, and 

various news outlets are forming collaborative partnerships to fund 
in-depth environmental reporting projects.

On the downside, many mainstream environmental journalists 
have been reassigned to other beats or have lost their jobs to layo� s.

Like many newspapers in recent years, the New York Times has 
downsized sta�  and reorganized departments. In January, the paper’s 
environmental desk was disbanded, and in March, its “Green” blog 
was discontinued.

However, “we have not reduced our reporting or editing sta�  
devoted to coverage of environmental issues,” said Danielle Rhoades 

Ha, director of communications for � e New York Times Company. 
“We are rethinking our blog coverage in general, though, and decided 
to eliminate several blogs that we felt were  essentially duplicate 
section fronts.

“For example, each sport had its own blog and its own subsection 
front on the website.  We hope to decrease confusion for readers 
about where to � nd information on various subjects.”

Curtis Brainard, a freelance reporter and former editor of “� e 
Observatory,” which critiques science, environmental and medical 
news coverage for Columbia Journalism Review (CJR), said it’s a 
challenge to determine the state of environmental journalism today.

“� e media’s still in a bad situation, � nancially speaking, with 
layo� s and mergers, but there are a lot of green shoots,” Brainard 
said. “Perhaps the new outlets and new reporting projects haven’t 
compensated completely for the loss of mainstream e� orts, but it’s 
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a beginning.”
One bright light, he noted, was seeing InsideClimate News, a 

website with seven employees and no o�  ce, win this year’s Pulitzer 
Prize for National Reporting for its coverage of the 2010 Enbridge 
pipeline spill in Michigan’s Kalamazoo River, which was largely 
ignored by mainstream media.

Brainard knows � rsthand the di�  culties facing environmental 
journalists. � is year, CJR went through a round of layo� s and 
buyouts because of a budgetary shortfall that pushed him onto a new 
career path.

“I was o� ered a part-time job or severance, and I chose the latter,” 
Brainard said. “� ere are no hard feelings, and I’m still a contributing 
editor. � e desk I created [“� e Observatory”] in 2008 lives on, and 
that’s gratifying.”

He said, unfortunately, environmental coverage has always ranked 
low, compared to other beats.

According to a report by � e Project for Improved Environmental 
Coverage (PIEC), a nonpro� t e� ort to improve environmental news 
coverage in mainstream media, entertainment and crime stories 
receive way more space and air time than environmental stories.

After analyzing 17 months of data for 46 news organizations, 
the report found an average of 7.25% of headlines were about 
crime coverage, 3.91% about entertainment, and 1.24% about the 
environment.

“We’re not trying to shame anyone, but want to shine a spotlight 
on what’s happening,” said Tyson Miller, founder-director of PIEC. 
“We’ve had conversations with a range of editors and producers who 
want to improve their coverage. 

“� ere’s a unique role news organizations 
have in getting more information out there to 
help policy makers and the public understand 
what’s happening. � e momentum is building, 

and citizens want it. We did a survey of 1,000 
random adults on the phone, and 79% wanted 
more environmental coverage. So there’s an 
appetite for it.”

Miller notes that � e Associated Press has 
an environment-focused aspect to its service 
that’s grown in the last couple of years; a range 

of environmental news aggregators now exist; and websites like those 
of nonpro� t news services � e Daily Climate and Environmental 
Health News are bringing more content to the table. 

“� e Media Consortium has 60 independent news organizations 
that work collaboratively on projects,” Miller said. “Each news 

organization can bene� t by sharing resources — a reporter here or a 
graphic artist there — for a project. Climatedesk.org is a collaboration 
of � e Atlantic, Slate, Wired and others to cover environmental 
issues more robustly.”

When it comes to environmental coverage on the broadcast front, 

TYSON MILLER
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Inroads in the Face of Cutbacks continued from page 23

� nding a compelling way to tell the story visually is key.
“Broadcast has its own special challenges,” said Je�  Burnside, 

an investigative reporter for KOMO 4 News in Seattle and vice 
president of the SEJ. “As Andy Revkin, a reporter at the New York 
Times, once said, ‘You’ll never see a headline saying, ‘Climate change 
broke out today.’ � ere still remains a mindset among news managers 
that environmental stories are hard to visualize and bring home.”

Burnside said he’s fortunate to work with producers who do 

see environmental coverage as a priority, largely because Paci� c 
Northwest viewers care a lot about the topic.

“Like any news story, the environment gets lots of coverage when 
there’s news of some kind, even the manufactured comments from 
skeptics of climate change,” Burnside said. “But there are ways that 
stories can be localized and made to have a hard-news edge.”

For example, a business story about � ood insurance can look at local 
lower-lying areas that are not in � ood zones but will be in the future. 

� e best work of environmental journalists can be seen in contest 

entries, noted SEJ Executive Director Beth Parke, a frequent judge 
of such competitions, and what’s being submitted is impressively 
thorough and well crafted.

“Runners-up today would have dominated the � eld 10 years 
ago,” Parke said. “A lot of amazing public service journalism, 
created independently, is being done. Whether it’s explanatory, 
investigative, or breaking news coverage, so much of it is high-
impact. Very often, something actually changes in the real world as 

a result of this coverage.”
Some examples:
• Last year, a vegetarian teenager 

discovered a December 2011 online 
Environmental Health story by Brett 
Israel about the use of brominated 
vegetable oil — a � ame retardant — in 
Gatorade. She started a Change.org 
petition asking PepsiCo to stop using 
this additive, and in a few months had 
200,000 signers.

• Arizona Daily Star reporter Tony 
Davis’ reports on the destruction of 
the desert by urban sprawl helped lead 
to the creation of the Sonoran Desert 
Conservation Plan, the country’s most 
ambitious local land conservation plan, 
and passage of a major open space bond.

• Rhiannon Finn Bowman’s radio 
coverage of unlined, high-hazard coal 

ash ponds in North Carolina inspired new community groups and 
lawsuit actions.

Parke said that despite cutbacks and reassignments, a strong 
environmental press corps continues to exist.

“We have innovative, resilient people working through media that 
matter, in both legacy and startup,” Parke said. “� ere are editors who 
still make this coverage a priority. Not a strong enough priority to be 
sure, but this beat is not where it was 20 years ago.” 

Source: Pew Research Center’s Project for Excellence in Journalism

14.00%

12.00%

10.00%

8.00%

6.00%

4.00%

2.00%

0.00%

  Environment, Entertainment and Crime Headlines by Media Type 

P
er

ce
nt

ag
e 

of
 H

ea
dl

in
es

Local 
Newspapers

National 
Newspapers

Radio News Online News Evening 
Network 

News

Cable News Morning 
Network 

News

 Environment  Entertainment  Crime

SAVE THE DATE!
ICAC 2014 Annual Meeting
April 23–26, 2014
Sawgrass Marriott Resort & Spa | Ponte Vedra, FL

ICAC the industry trade association representing the 
stationary source air pollution control and monitoring 
industry for over 50 years!

Institute of Clean Air Companies
2025 M Street NW · Suite 800
Washington, DC 20036
202-367-1114



FAM
ILY FARM

SUSTAINABLE

13np0053.pdf          RunDate: 10/07/13                            Full Page          Color: 4/C



26 | October 2013 | NewsPro 

InsideClimate News: 
The New Face of 
Environmental Reporting
How a Seven-Person Out� t Won a Pulitzer
By Tim Friend 

Sometimes, big things really do come in small 
packages.

A three-part series of investigative stories 
about “the biggest oil spill you’ve never heard of ” 
captured this year’s Pulitzer Prize for national 
reporting. � e stories focused on the Keystone XL 
pipeline and a type of oil called diluted bitumen, or 
dilbit. 

Not surprisingly, the reporters who won the prize — 
Elizabeth McGowan, Lisa Song, and David Hasemyer — 
represent a news organization that, according to its publisher, boasts 

the largest environmental news desk in the country. 
� e surprising part is that the environmental news 

desk is the organization — a virtual news group 
called InsideClimate News (ICN). 

� e nonpro� t, nonpartisan ICN has a full-time 
sta�  of only seven people, including publisher David 
Sassoon, cofounder and Managing Editor Stacy 

Feldman and Executive Editor Susan White. ICN 
has no actual news desk. Its reporters and editors are 

based in home o�  ces spread across the country. During the 
15 months it took to report and write the series of award-winning 
articles, McGowan was based in Washington, D.C., Song lived 
in Boston, and Hasemyer, a freelancer for ICN, was in New York. 
Sassoon walks to an o�  ce in Brooklyn, White works from home in 
San Diego and Feldman telecommutes from Tel Aviv.

“InsideClimate News is the 
result of an e� ort to � nd a way 
to model good environmental 
journalism at a time when climate 
and other environmental issues 
are not being covered well by 
mainstream media. � at’s where it 
started. � ere was a need and there 
was an opportunity,” Sassoon said. 
“In 2006, I was able to convince 
a funder to let us get started on 
a blog, which we initially called 
Solve Climate News, and there 
were only two of us. It didn’t take 
us long to realize that a blog wasn’t 
going to do it. After a few months, we knew we wanted to do original 
reporting, so we steered in that direction.”

In 2007, Sassoon and Feldman launched the news site and 
changed the name to ICN. � e organization operates with grants 
from charitable foundations and donations from readers. Sassoon 
said about 80 percent of ICN’s funds are used to pay sta�  and 
contributors to report, write, illustrate and edit stories, with the 
remainder allocated for overhead, travel, Web development and 
general expenses. Major funders include the Knight Foundation and 
Rockefeller Brothers Fund. � e Knight Foundation recently awarded 
a new grant that will allow ICN to hire business development director. 

continued on page 37
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Nonprofi t Journalism: 
Against the Odds
Dedication to Environmental Reporting Is High
By Hillary Atkin

Although nonprofi t journalism organizations have been 
around for decades, the sector reached new levels of infl uence 
when a fi ve-year-old player, InsideClimate News, won the 

Pulitzer Prize earlier this year for national reporting for “The Dilbit 
Disaster: Inside the Biggest Oil Spill You’ve Never Heard Of,” its 
investigation into an environmental disaster in Michigan (see story, 
page 26).

InsideClimate News is one of a number of nonpro� t journalism 
entities that have sprung up within the last decade. Like most of the 
other nonpro� ts — with the exception of outlets like ProPublica and 
the Center for Investigative Reporting, ICN works with a small sta� , 
many of whom had previously worked at mainstream media outlets 
that were forced to downsize as a result of the economic downturn.

While these journalists may be doing some of the best and most 
in-depth work of their careers, the challenges that nonpro� ts face 

moving forward are immense, including achieving larger regional or 
national levels of recognition for their work.

“� ey are doing fantastic journalism, doing a lot to compensate for 
the cutbacks at traditional newsrooms. For the most part, these are 
very small operations with maybe half a dozen people — not enough 
to cover all the issues,” said Curtis Brainard, contributing editor to 
the Columbia Journalism Review who critiques and analyzes science, 
environmental and health news.

“Many of them have to spend extraordinary amounts of time to 
fundraise, which takes away from time spent reporting,” Brainard 
said. “Because they are not getting a big amount of recognition, it 
makes it harder for them to get funds.”

Yet a new study by the Pew Research Center shows some 
encouraging signs for the growing sector of nonpro� t news, with 

continued on page 28 
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Nonprofi t Journalism: Against the Odds continued from page 27

many of the people who run these outlets expressing optimism for 
the future.

Ninety-three such organizations — de� ned by their tax status 
and � nancial structure rather than the type of reporting they do — 
participated in the study. It showed that sta�  ng needs in business, 
advertising and fundraising trump those of editorial side needs, yet a 
majority said they had su�  cient cash on hand to continue operating 
for the foreseeable future.

A large majority, 81%, said they were very or somewhat con� dent 
they’d be � nancially solvent � ve years down the road.

Still, industry observers say it’s not going to be an easy road. “� e 
biggest challenges these groups have faced is weaning themselves 
from foundations and toward more sustainable models that rely on 
wide public support, commercial success and syndication,” said Al 
Tompkins, the Poynter Institute’s senior faculty for broadcasting and 
online news. 

“� ese groups work best when they partner with traditional 
newsrooms who can distribute the work widely,” Tompkins said. 
“Let’s face it, enterprise and investigative work is the best bet for 
newsrooms of any sort to thrive in the future. It is one thing that 
instant information sources cannot match through surface-level 
reporting.”

� e Pew study also revealed that all but nine states in the U.S. have 
at least one nonpro� t news organization, most of which specialize in 
niche subjects on the state or local level rather than trying to replicate 

the broad coverage of traditional newsrooms.
About one-� fth (21%) focus on producing investigative reporting 

across various topics, while 17% concentrate speci� cally on 

government. Four percent cover the environment, a � gure that cheers 
Brainard, who said traditional media devotes about 1% of its news 
coverage to environmental issues.

“Mainstream media has not disappeared and is still doing 
great work, but does not have a monopoly anymore on public 
communications,” he said. “� is is what nonpro� ts are doing that 
is so awesome: � ey are sending a small team of reporters into 
situations for weeks or months at a time to really get the story. 
� at’s how you get these amazing stories like ‘� e Dilbit Disaster.’ 
ProPublica has done a fantastic job covering the natural gas industry. 
Investigate West in Seattle has done a great job covering regional 
issues like air pollution around high schools. Environmental Health 
News did a fabulous series on environmental justice, basically, the 
idea that minority and low-income communities bear the brunt of 
the e� ects of pollution.”

With all this impactful reporting that its advocates hope will result 
in awareness that leads to societal and legislative change, Tompkins 
is displeased that television stations have failed to adopt the 
partnerships with the nonpro� ts in the same way that newspapers 
and public radio have.  

“� e TV newsrooms either refuse to commit the resources to 
ful� ll their partnership duties or don’t want to share information 
with anybody else. Both are narrow views,” he said.

“CNN partnered with the Tampa Bay Times and ProPublica on 
an investigation into charity scams. ‘Frontline’ has had some success 
in partnering on investigations,” Tompkins noted.  “Some ABC-
owned and -operated stations have partnered with California Watch 
on signi� cant projects. � e New England Center for Investigative 
Reporting has had some success with TV partnerships in the Boston 
area. But these are still the exception and not the common practice I 
would like to see.” 

CURTIS BRAINARD

“This is what nonprofi ts are 
doing that is so awesome: 
They are sending a small team 
of reporters into situations for 
weeks or months at a time to 
really get the story.”
 — Curtis Brainard
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Although it is a brand-new cable news entity, having just 
launched on Aug. 20, Al Jazeera America already carries with 
it an enviable track record on environmental coverage.

Billing itself as a purveyor of fact-based, in-depth U.S. and 
international news, Al Jazeera America (AJAM) is built on the 
foundation of what was Al Gore’s Current TV — but its actual 
precursor was Al Jazeera English, a division of the Qatar-owned 
media company that was formed in 1996 and attracted controversy 
for its a�  liation with Al Qaeda.

Yet the consensus was AJ English did a very good job of covering 
climate change science and policy stories, both on “News Hour” 
segments and on more in-depth “Inside Story” discussions. 

“AJ English covered U.S.-based stories, but was much less 
parochially U.S.-centric than most American television. � ey would 
cover a UN conference, the Rio+20 Earth Summit conference, the 
climate treaty conferences in Copenhagen, Durban, and Doha, and 
so forth,” said Rick Piltz, the director of Climate Science Watch 

and a frequent guest on the cable network. “� ey covered stories 
about weather extremes and new scienti� c research. � ey analyzed 
President Obama’s actions, or lack thereof, and illuminated the 
problem of what I call the global-warming denial machine. It will 
be good if the U.S. audience is ready for this type of coverage, and if 
AJ America will maintain a global perspective remains to be seen.” 

AJAM has a potential reach into 48 million American homes — 
far fewer than CNN, Fox News and MSNBC. Ratings have been 
exceedingly low so far. 

Still, its deep-pocketed owners are staking out territory on the 
smart and serious side of the news spectrum, leaving tabloid-type 
stories for its competitors to devour.

On its � rst day on the air, it devoted the entire inaugural edition of 
“Inside Story” — a half-hour news discussion program that promises 
to “take an in-depth look at the story behind the headlines” — to 
climate change.

Enter Al Jazeera America
The Qatar-Based Network Is Rich in 
Environmental Content
By Hillary Atkin

continued on page 30
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� e program explored public opinion on climate science, and 
presented di� ering views on climate policy, without interviewing 
politicians. Guests Michael Mann, Heidi Cullen and Klaus Jacob 
are all scientists with expertise in climate change. Host Libby Casey 
made a point of mentioning that a signi� cant majority of scientists 
concur about climate change, although no one with an opposing 
viewpoint was interviewed.

AJAM’s coverage of man-made global warming and its e� ects 
amounted to nearly half of what was seen on all network nightly 
news programs in 2012 and more than what was featured on CNN 
and Fox News during the previous four and half months, according to 
Media Matters for America, a nonpro� t organization that examines 
and analyzes what it calls conservative misinformation in the U.S. 
media.

“Coverage of environmental issues on U.S. television has been so 
inadequate that it sets the bar rather low for assessing Al Jazeera 
America,” said Piltz. “AJ America appears to be dedicated to 
serious journalism — both reporting and expert commentary — on 
meaningful stories. � ey are putting a good number of reporters on 
the ground across the country. If they can reach a sizable audience, 
I hope and expect they will prove a valuable addition and upgrade 
to U.S. environmental coverage. I do think they face a steep uphill 
climb in � nding that audience, for a number of reasons.” 

Piltz again noted that when “Inside Story” ran on Al Jazeera 
English, it devoted a number of episodes to environmental coverage. 
After 2012’s Hurricane Sandy, it examined the lack of dialogue 
about climate change during the presidential election. Penn State 
climate scientist Michael Mann, Climate Science Watch’s Piltz, and 
Joe Romm from the Center for American Progress in Washington, 
D.C., examined the issue with host Shihab Rattansi.

Romm discussed the connection between the fossil fuel industry 
and the disinformation campaign on global warming, a topic that 
was the subject of the 2012 documentary “Greedy Lying Bastards.” 

� e � lm also chronicles Piltz’ blowing the whistle on political 
interference with federal climate scientists’ reports that were edited 
and censored. 

Among the in-depth topics it has covered, AJAM has also featured 
lengthy examinations of wild� res in the Western U.S. and the 
underlying causes of the violence that plagues inner-city Chicago.

“� e environmental coverage has been strong and smart, just as Al 
Jazeera’s coverage was before they launched in the U.S. � eir guest-
booking producers actually book guests who know what they’re 
talking about,” said Peter Dykstra, publisher of Environmental 
Health News and � e Daily Climate and a former CNN reporter.

Dykstra, who noted that many of his former cable news 
colleagues have joined AJAM, praised the new network, for not 
just its environmental coverage but also its general news coverage. 
“With politics, they are being very smart, giving voice to the whole 
ideological spectrum, like their recent half-hour discussion on 
wild� res that included a biologist, an environmental advocate, and a 
free market critic of regulation,” he said.

“In politics, including climate and environment politics, AJAM 
appears to be avoiding reliance on pundits who are merely surrogates 
for the Republicans and Democrats,” Dykstra continued. “� e other 
nets don’t seem to realize that when your talking, or shouting, heads 
are parroting the talking points for Congressional leaders who 
have a 17% approval rating, it’s no way to be relevant or to build 
an audience.” 

Enter Al Jazeera America continued from page 29
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And now a look at the weather.   
TV meteorologists in Washington, D.C., last March 5 

forecast a snowstorm for the next day that prompted the 
federal government to shut down in anticipation of up to 10 inches 
of snow. Local stations ran dramatic teasers throughout the day and 
evening to stay tuned for the weather at 6 p.m. and again at 11. 

Area residents, who have a long and curious relationship with 
their TV meteorologists, reacted as usual by clearing grocery store 
shelves of toilet paper, milk and beer. Teasers ran again the morning 
of March 6 to stay tuned throughout the day for the latest updates. 
 e storm was coming. Really.

By mid-afternoon, a few � urries came and went.  en it rained. 
 e National Weather Service canceled its alert. With the nation’s 
capital paralyzed by a snowstorm that didn’t happen, Washingtonians 
called it “Snowquester.” 

On March 8, National Public Radio took a shot at the weather 
hype on “Morning Edition.” “Good morning. I’m Steve Inskeep. 
Finally, somebody takes responsibility for a mistake. Many forecasters 
predicted a monster storm would dump many inches of snow on 
Washington, D.C.  e nation’s capital shut down ... Channel 5 
meteorologist Tucker Barnes did not blame the vagaries of the 
weather. He took a timeout, shown on camera sitting in a corner 
during the broadcast.”

Increasingly, in the intense competition for audience, marketing 
hype is driving meteorologists to make more-sensational, longer-
range forecasts than they are comfortable with. 

Jack Williams, USA Today’s founding Weather Page editor 
and a member of the D.C.-based Capital Weather Gang, says 
Washington’s TV stations — but not necessarily its meteorologists 

Weather Warning: 
Hype versus Help
Meteorologists Fight Pressure to Sensationalize
By Tim Friend

continued on page 32
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Weather Warning: Hype versus Help continued from page 31

— are notorious for hyping storm warnings. “A pretty typical scene 
is to have a TV guy standing out somewhere in a dry snowplow yard. 
It’s very easy to hype snow forecasts, but for the stations that do that, 
it’s getting trickier because short-range forecasting is improving so 
dramatically. People won’t be able to hype tomorrow’s weather so 
much in the near future.”

For meteorologists, including those in D.C., weather is serious 

business. For news stations, it is big business. Pew Research Center 
surveys show that weather is consistently the top reason people 
tune in to local television and listen to AM radio. Weather is also 
the most popular topic for people seeking news online, including 
demographics that access the Internet with smartphones. While 
next winter’s short-range forecasts are likely to be more accurate, 
meteorologists expect to see sensationalism spread to predicting next 
week’s weather and the seasons.   

“� ere is pressure to hype daily forecasts and there is another 
pressure to see who can see the farthest in the future 
with long-range forecasts. Before I left the paper, 
there was a redesign of the weather page to include a 
seven-day forecast with the idea being you always have 
a forecast for the next weekend,” Williams said. “Any 
serious meteorologist knows that beyond day three the 
forecast is not much better than the 35-year average for 
that day. But try to stand up and say that in an editorial 
meeting.”

Craig Allen, who heads the weather team for WCBS 
880 AM radio and serves as meteorologist for WPIX-
TV and WLNY-TV55 in New York, is regarded as 
one the most balanced in that region. He said he relies 
on multiple sources, including the NWS and private 
companies, for raw data to develop his predictions. Allen, 
who began delivering weather reports to his family on 
a chalkboard at age 12, believes meteorologists have a 
responsibility to be accurate to maintain the public’s trust and “to 
protect lives and property.” He feels it is also up to the meteorologist 
to keep producers and marketing teams at bay. 

“I’m really grateful that 880 always turns to me before going out 
with the weather. � ey know I hate hype and long-range forecasting. 

Hyping a forecast for the sake of trying to be � rst or get your 
name out there is extremely detrimental to the public,” said Allen. 
“Unfortunately, some stations do it speci� cally to bring in viewers. 
I know several colleagues who feel the pressure. � ey don’t want to 
be part of it, but they want to keep their jobs. Pressure could come 
from any level that is trying to bring in viewers and that gets more 
advertisers and that gets the money. It all boils down to the mighty 
dollar to do business, in my opinion.” 

Allen believes a weather story becomes something larger whenever 
people are put in danger. At that point, the meteorologist should 
work with the news team to provide broader and more in-depth 
coverage. “I believe it’s warranted for the meteorologist to cover 
tornados, severe thunderstorms, and blizzards,” Allen said. “But 
when you have a blizzard like we did on Long Island last year, that is 
a story that should go to everyone on the team. As soon as it impacts 
lives in a serious way, it becomes a news story. I believe the basis of 
forecasting now is to save lives and property. As meteorologists, we’re 
there to serve and protect, as the police say.”

Dan Vergano, online senior science writer and editor at National 
Geographic, said the public’s appetite for weather stories appears 
to have grown signi� cantly over the past decade. Severe weather 
events such as Hurricanes Katrina and Sandy, along with heat waves 
throughout the country, have transformed weather into both a hard 
news and a science story. Vergano said he has seen a shift in readers’ 
interest in weather due to the public’s growing awareness that global 
warming is real: “� e big question in readers’ minds now is to what 
degree is the extreme weather we’re seeing related to climate change.” 

A Pew Research Center poll released in June shows 69 percent 
of Americans believe research supports the case for global warming. 
Vergano, formerly a science reporter at USA Today, said he never 
experienced pressure to hype weather events that are already 

catastrophic and editors “still want a cautious take if the topic is 
climate change. But I think for most print and online news media, 
weather has become the new crime model. If it bleeds, it reads. I 
think a lot of science reporters would agree that our editors de� nitely 
want us to pay more attention to the weather.” 

JACK WILLIAMS

CRAIG ALLEN
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Environmental Reporting 
Takes Another Hit with 
Oregonian Layoffs
How Will the Public Get Environmental News?
By Tim Friend

The Oregonian, Portland’s 163-year-old newspaper, long 
has been an important source of environmental news for 
the Northwest, but cutbacks announced in June have left a 

vacuum in coverage of such concerns as protecting spotted owls and 
salmon and preserving the state’s pristine rivers and forests.

� e highly regarded paper, known locally as the “Big O,” has cut 
about 100 jobs from its roster of 650 employees. Nearly half of the 
reductions were made in the newsroom, where about 50 reporters, 
editors, designers and photographers lost their jobs. � e losses 
represent nearly a quarter of the newsroom. Among those given their 

pink slips was the Oregonian’s sole environmental reporter, Scott 
Learn, who said in an email that he was unable to comment for this 
article. 

Christy George, an independent journalist in Portland and past 
president of the Society of Environmental Journalists, said she has 
witnessed a steady decline in coverage at the Oregonian in recent 
years. “I chaired the 2001 SEJ conference in Portland and at that 
point the Oregonian was in its heyday. It had an environmental team 
of seven reporters at its peak. It was fabulous to live in a place with 
that strong of a commitment to covering the environment. To see 

continued on page 34
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them eliminating strong 
sta�  who knew the issues 
is really sad,” she said.  

Oregonian Publisher 
N. Christian Anderson 
III announced earlier this 
year that the newspaper 
is also reducing home 
delivery to subscribers 
to four days a week 
and will publish a 
slim street edition the 
rest of the week. � e 
paper is refocusing its 
resources online. � e 
Oregonian is one of 34 
newspapers owned by 
the Newhouse family, 
which operates through 
Advance Publications. 
Last year, the company 
made similar cuts at 
� e Times-Picayune in New Orleans, which lost all but one of its 
environmental reporters. 

Advocacy groups in Oregon say they have relied on the Big O to 
provide coverage of the state’s many conservation and preservation 
issues. Now, there are few places left beyond Oregon Public 
Broadcasting (OPB) and alternative weeklies to tell their stories.

“Newspapers in the Northwest have done an excellent job 
covering environmental issues in the past. � e Oregonian’s reporters 
were extremely knowledgeable and could do in-depth articles backed 
up by a breadth of knowledge,” said David Bayles, board member 
and former executive director of the Portland-based Paci� c Rivers 
Council. “It’s obvious to me that the cuts are a disaster. We just don’t 
have those relationships anymore.”

Andrea Durbin, executive director at the Oregon Environmental 
Council, also had a long relationship with the Oregonian. “It 

is certainly a loss for the public and readers to no longer rely on 
the Oregonian for quality environmental news coverage,” she said. 
“Without their environmental reporters, the Oregonian won’t 
be able to provide good coverage of environmental stories or in-
depth analysis. We’ll turn more to OPB, which continues to make 
environment a priority. We’ll also rely more on blogs and social 
media to share environmental news and what is important for our 
members and supporters to hear.”

Kevin Kasowski, director of development and communications 
at River Network, a national watershed protection group based 
in Portland, said reductions in newspaper sta�  have made getting 
issues into the public eye more challenging across the country. And 
expectations are low for newer online versions of newspapers, like 
the Oregonian.

“� e newspaper industry is undergoing a dramatic shift and one 
of the big impacts from our perspective has been on coverage of the 
environment,” Kasowski said. “We don’t see the same interest in 

stories that existed before.”
According to Bayles, that means the public will have to get 

information directly from advocacy organizations. “� ere’s a 
problem with that approach for general readers,” he says. “Most of 
the information you get from an environmental group represents one 
point of view. � at’s not journalism.” 

Oregonian Layoffs continued from page 33
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“It is certainly a loss for the 
public and readers to no 
longer rely on the Oregonian 
for quality environmental 
news coverage.” — Andrea Durbin
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Turning Freelance Work 
into a Steady Paycheck
Journalists Who Work for Themselves Divulge 
Their Secrets
By Hillary Atkin

It’s a reality that many SEJ members and other environmental 
journalists have adjusted to since the economic downturn 
began — plying their trade on a freelance basis rather than on 

staff with company benefi ts like 
health insurance, paid vacation, 
401(k) plans and pensions.

But even absent those types 
of corporate bene� ts, a great 
number of journalists have 
successfully made the trade-o�  
to essentially running their own 
businesses with a number of 
media-outlet clients, enjoying 
� exible schedules and, more 
important, garnering a livable 
income.

Because of the growing 
prevalence of freelance 
journalism, the entire � rst day 
of the SEJ conference will 
be devoted to the freelance 
business with sessions and 
workshops providing success 
strategies and tips.

Among the topics under 
discussion will be pitching, 
deadline and time management, 
negotiating fees and collecting 
income.

We spoke with a number of 
journalists about the business of being a freelancer and how they’ve 
made it work.

Jim Motavalli writes about environmental topics for the New York 
Times, Mother Nature Network, NPR’s “Car Talk” and PluginCars.
com and has written several books about electric cars.

“Believe it or not, I’m very glad to say I don’t pitch stories very 
often,” said Motavalli. “I think a goal for any freelance writer is to line 
up steady work that isn’t dependent on editors approving individual 
projects. Pitching is something of a feast-or-famine scenario. I’m 
willing to take less per article for a monthly retainer, especially if 
every story doesn’t have to be pre-approved.”

Motavalli said he has such relationships with four editors, 
including some with pre-approval. “Most of the rest of my work is 

print journalism that I’m asked to do, or regular university-based 
work for clients such as the Initiative for Global Environmental 
Leadership (IGEL) at the University of Pennsylvania’s Wharton 

School. � ere’s seldom an issue with payment, because it’s essentially 
the same bill monthly.” He said he invoices every month.

Pitching is part of the strategy for Christine Woodside, who writes 
about climate change, landscape, American history and backcountry 
adventure and has had dozens of pieces published in the New York 
Times as well as in the Washington Post and Audubon magazine. 
She puts most of her e� orts into developing relationships with 
editors, with the preferred outcome of creating mutual admiration 
and respect.

Woodside said she does her pitching via e-mail and keeps it brief 
and sometimes makes an appointment to talk on the phone by 
sending an email.

CHRISTINE WOODSIDE

continued on page 36

13np0009.pdf          RunDate: 04/15/13                            Full Page          Color: 4/C



36 | October 2013 | NewsPro 

“I have had good luck pitching editors I’ve met at conferences or at 
events I’m covering. I started writing for the Yale Forum on Climate 
Change and the Media that way,” Woodside said. “I think in the 
beginning I wrote only what [editor] Bud Ward asked.   en we got 
a relationship going and I understood what he wanted well enough 
that I could pitch right on the money.”

 “I think going to lunch or co ee is always nice, too. Go to the 
cities where the editors are from time to time and buy them food,” 

Woodside said.
As for payments, she has this 

advice: “When I negotiate for 
pay, I always propose lump sums, 
whether it’s an article or editing. 
I have two editing contracts I 
negotiate each year and they pay it 
out monthly. I know that regardless 
of how irregular the � ow of my 
article fees may be, I’ll always have 
those monthly editing checks. But 
I only spend about half my time 
editing.” 

Woodside said she calculates fees 
by considering her hourly rate and 
asking herself how long each project 
will take — and that she lowers 
the fees slightly for nonpro� ts.

“I always stress, ‘I am happy to negotiate.’ Everything is negotiable. 
You have to ask,” she said. “I make it my policy only to write for low 
pay if I have a very good reason. A story that pays only a few hundred 
dollars should only take a few hours to do. Sometimes I go against 
that if what I’m doing will lead to other work or good knowledge, 
or if it’s simply some nice little gravy. For instance, I wrote a weekly 
environmental column for AOL’s patch.com two years ago; I sold 
to eight sites at a time and sometimes more. It was like a mini-
syndication business that after six months netted me a few extra 
thousand dollars for very little e ort.”

  ose e orts paid o  when she sold a big story based on her 
proposed book about Laura Ingalls Wilder — the author of the 
“Little House” series of novels — to the Boston Globe’s “Ideas” 
section this year. “I didn’t waste any time holding out for better pay. 
  at outlet was fantastic,” she said. “I got so much response, and 
I’m now sending my proposal to some big agents because of that 
exposure.” 

Los Angeles-based freelance journalist and author Janice 
Rhoshalle Littlejohn, a regular contributor to Emmy magazine and 
Multichannel News, tries to make sure everything she does bene� ts 
the bottom line.

“  e starving artist thing is highly overrated. I don’t blog because 
I can’t make a living doing it. I have not found a way to monetize 
blogging,” she said. 

Littlejohn, who has been freelancing full time for 14 years, tries 
to contractually specify that her outlets pay within 14 days of her 
submitting her work. She said that contracts are always negotiable. 

“Some freelancers think they have to sign. If I don’t agree with it, 
I cross it out. If there’s an issue, there’s a discussion,” said Littlejohn. 
“I belong to JAWS [ Journalism and Women Symposium] and joined 
very early in my career and learned that as a freelancer, you have a 

voice to the public and in the relationship to your publication. I look 
at what I’m getting out of the deal. I can’t really allow someone else to 
control my income stream for the amount of work I’m about to do.”    

Daniel Grossman has been freelancing for 25 years and is a 
contributing editor for National Geographic News Watch and a 
regular contributor to the Public Radio International program “  e 
World.” He said he didn’t have a business model when he started, but 
his goal was to get published in places that paid the best.

“It didn’t work well for me,” said Grossman. “Over the years I had 
various ideas and revelations about how to make freelancing more 
satisfying and more lucrative. I’ve adopted the approach I practice in 
part due to the nature of the market and in part due to realizations 
about the kind of work I like best. I’ve also come to realize that doing 
a lot of short pieces is not very lucrative because it takes a certain 
amount of time to get up to speed on a subject and to sell a story. 

If you are trying to make a living 
selling short pieces, each of which 
only pays a small amount, it will 
be very challenging to make all 
the small payments add up.”

Now, he works on large projects 
that span a period of a year or 
more, collecting raw material 
like audio, still photos and video 
to maximize the possibility of 
producing ancillary works like 
radio reports and short videos.

Grossman also aims to get 
funding for his projects.

“I’ve discovered that if I have expenses covered by a grant, it is 
much easier to get assignments. Few outlets can pay for travel,“ he 
said. “I try to get grants that pay me a salary.   e model for this is 
more akin to what documentary � lmmakers do. When I get funding 
of this sort, the modest fees I can get from outlets become less 
important. My relationship with outlets is just as important, because 
my ability to place work is what makes it possible to get grants. So 
my focus in my relationship with outlets is not so much how can I 
squeeze out the most money but how can I please the outlet with the 
best multimedia work.” 

Freelance continued from page 35
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“I think a goal for any freelance writer is to 

line up steady work that isn’t dependent on 

editors approving individual projects.”
 — Jim Motavalli
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InsideClimate News continued from page 26

SEJ AWARDS FOR REPORTING ON THE ENVIRONMENT

for PRI’s “� e World,” at the 2011 SEJ conference in Miami. When 
� omson asked him in January 2012 to go to Japan and produce   ve 
stories tied to the anniversary of the 2011 tsunami and Fukushima 
nuclear disaster by March 11, he was game. 

“It was a fast turnaround,” Eaton said, but it is rare for a freelancer 
to get sent out on assignment to produce a package. (He also 
reported a piece for the PBS “Food for 9 Billion” project while he was 
there.) His reports examined the rebuilding of nearby communities, 
challenges in cleaning up the nuclear site, what the disaster meant 
for local   sherman and the entire country, and the future of clean 
energy there.

Eaton, who previously worked on the sustainability desk at public 
radio’s “Marketplace,” has tried to make his mark as a freelancer by 
doing big packages of stories rather than one-o� s. He also covered 
climate change in the Arctic for “� e World.” Judges appreciated his 
entry’s “place-setting ambient sound.”

OUTSTANDING BEAT REPORTING, SMALL MARKET
Like the Chicago Tribune team, Neena Satija was not tackling a 

new subject when she began looking into problems at the expensive, 
recently built Stamford, Conn., Water Pollution Control Authority; 

the Stamford Advocate had 
already reported on them. 
“I wanted to take it further,” 
said Satija of her work for 
the Connecticut Mirror and 
Connecticut Public Radio 
(her salary was split by the 
two, which share a building.) 

Now a reporter for the 
Texas Tribune, Satija began 
setting up interviews with 
current and former employees 
and “asking everyone I could 
ask: ‘Why did this happen?’” 
of the malfunctioning, poorly 

managed sewage treatment plant. She worked through available 
documents and traced back and   lled in gaps, taking a statewide 
look at what had been a local story. Some of the blame landed on 
the doorstep of Connecticut Governor Dannel P. Malloy, Stamford’s 
former mayor. 

Satija’s other winning stories looked at the state’s vulnerability to 
large storms in the wake of Hurricanes Irene and Sandy. Many states 
are focused on grandiose protection plans that they may or may not 

be able to   nance, she said: “I 
wanted to know, what are we 
doing for next year?” 

OUTSTANDING 
FEATURE STORY

� rough the tale of the 
obscure pup  sh, of which 
maybe 75 still exist, Hillary 
Rosner spun a much wider 
story for Wired about genetics, 
biodiversity and species survival. 
� e assignment’s genesis was 
as simple “as a good writer 
pitching a story,” said Adam 
Rogers, articles editor at Wired. 

Rogers said he appreciated that “this strange tale of this poor 
misbegotten little   sh could stand in for some larger questions” about 
humans’ place in nature, how evolution works and what constitutes a 
species. “� at’s what turned it into a piece for us,” he said. 

� at, and the fact that it was packed with what he called “great 
little tidbits, things you think you know about but you don’t.” � e 
story ran a mere 3,000 words but, he said, it contained “a lot of places 
where you go, ‘What the hell? I want to hear more about that.’” (� e 
piece even included an o� hand reference to two divers who were 
never seen again.) “I love its compactness and its fun and the way it 
moves through time and history,” he added. 

NEENA SATIJA See page 38 for complete list of winners.

continued from page 20

HILLARY ROSNER

“We have grown from a founding sta�  of two to a mature virtual 
newsroom of seven full-time professional journalists and a growing 
network of contributors. We’re aiming to double in size and come to 
full scale in the next two years,” White said. “Currently, our goal is 
to publish Monday through � ursday and publish an original story 
every day.”

According to White, as a virtual news group, the sta�  typically 
holds a conference call once a day and meets weekly via Skype. 
ICN’s original stories are posted on a free website along with links to 
environmental news reported by other groups. ICN has been able to 
extend its reach through distribution partnerships with Bloomberg, 
McClatchy, the Associated Press and the Guardian. It also recently 

launched a collaboration with � e Weather Channel.
It is signi� cant that ICN’s reporters won a Pulitzer for stories that 

focused on the environment during a time when major newspapers 
have dismantled their environmental desks. Sig Gissler, who 
administrates the Pulitzers, told the New York Times last April in 
a pro� le of ICN that the win “indicates the way journalism as we’ve 
always known it and loved it is being recon� gured.”

Said Sassoon: “� e way the news ecosystem is working now, 
so many things are possible. I think we probably have the biggest 
environmental news desk in the country while also being one of the 
smallest news organizations to win a Pulitzer.” 
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Winners of the SEJ Awards for Reporting on the Environment, 2013 
KEVIN CARMODY AWARD FOR 
OUTSTANDING IN-DEPTH REPORTING, 
LARGE MARKET
FIRST PLACE 
“Playing With Fire” by Michael Hawthorne, 

environment reporter, Chicago Tribune
HONORABLE MENTION
“Ghost Factories” by Alison Young and Peter 

Eisler, reporters, USA Today 
HONORABLE MENTION 
“Water Grabbers: A Global Rush on Freshwater” 

by Brian Clark Howard, editor and producer, 
National Geographic 

KEVIN CARMODY AWARD FOR 
OUTSTANDING IN-DEPTH REPORTING, 
SMALL MARKET
FIRST PLACE 
“Buried Treasure” by George Black, executive 

editor, OnEarth Magazine
SECOND PLACE
“Mystery in the Fields” by Ronnie Greene, senior 

reporter, The Center for Public Integrity; 
Sasha Chavkin, freelance investigative 
reporter; Anna Barry-Jester, freelance 
multimedia journalist

THIRD PLACE
“Tiny Predators: Facing Cape Cod’s Tick 

Problem” by Sean Corcoran, senior reporter/
editor, WCAI, Cape and Islands, Mass.

OUTSTANDING BEAT REPORTING, 
LARGE MARKET
FIRST PLACE 
“Environmental Beat Reporting” by Sam Eaton, 

freelance journalist, PRI’s “The World” 
HONORABLE MENTION 
“Environmental Coverage in Louisville” by James 

Bruggers, environment reporter, Louisville 
Courier-Journal 

HONORABLE MENTION 
“BBC News - Environment 2012” by Matt 

McGrath, science and environment reporter, 
BBC

OUTSTANDING BEAT REPORTING, 
SMALL MARKET
FIRST PLACE 
“Shoreline Vulnerability in Fairfi eld County” by 

Neena Satija, reporter, The Connecticut Mirror
SECOND PLACE
“Environmental Health in the Great Lakes 

Region” by Brian Thomas Bienkowski, staff 
 writer, Environmental Health News
THIRD PLACE 
“Beat Reporting in Texas” by Mose Buchele, 

reporter, KUT 90.5 FM, Austin, Texas

OUTSTANDING FEATURE STORY
FIRST PLACE 
“Attack of the Mutant Pupfi sh” by Hillary M. 

Rosner, Wired
SECOND PLACE 
“Rhino Wars” by Peter Gwin, National Geographic
THIRD PLACE 
“Toxic Tribulations” by Tiffany Kary, Bloomberg 

Markets

RACHEL CARSON ENVIRONMENT BOOK 
AWARD

FIRST PLACE 
“The Dilbit Disaster” by Lisa Song and Elizabeth 

McGowan, published by InsideClimate News, 
2012

HONORABLE MENTION 
“2052: A Global Forecast for the Next Forty Years” 

by Jorgen Randers, published by Chelsea 
Green, 2012

HONORABLE MENTION 
“On a Farther Shore: The Life and Legacy of 

Rachel Carson” by William Souder, published 
by Crown, 2012

OUTSTANDING ENVIRONMENTAL 
PHOTOJOURNALISM
FIRST PLACE 
“Ivory Worship” by Brent Stirton, National 

Geographic
SECOND PLACE 
“In Nigerian Gold Rush, Lead Poisons 

Thousands of Children” by David Gilkey, 
NPR.org

THIRD PLACE 
“Mongolia Booms” by John W. Poole, NPR’s 

“Morning Edition”

insurance for humankind’s future. 
As in recent years, climate change will be a constant theme 

throughout the conference. A Friday session will turn the spotlight 
back on journalists and look at how well the media have reported on 
the issue. “� ere’s a lot of information � ying around, a lot of 
disinformation � ying around, and it’s increasingly di�  cult for 
accurate information to reach the masses in this sea of disinformation,” 
Letto said. A session later that day will examine how to turn climate 
change issues into a compelling local story. 

Likewise, a signi� cant portion of the agenda continues to be 
devoted to addressing the needs of freelancers, who, in the changing 
media economy, have now surpassed the conference’s newspaper 
contingent. 

“� ere have been so many layo  s in the industry that doing these 
freelance days are important to help journalists remain in journalism,” 
Sohn said. One of this year’s SEJ award winners, freelancer Sam 
Eaton, met his editor at PRI’s “� e World” at the 2011 Miami 
conference. 

Sessions to help journalists keep on top of their craft include a 
Friday afternoon discussion about the future possibilities of using 
drones in environmental journalism.

On the lighter side of the schedule is Wednesday’s presentation 
of the annual Awards for Reporting on the Environment. � e 
winners were chosen from 234 entries. On � ursday, Jim P� tzer, a 
Chattanooga-based storyteller, writer and actor, will perform his one-
man play “Aldo Leopold — A Standard of Change,” which explores 
how the ecologist came to write his 1949 conversation classic “A Sand 

County Almanac.” 
 And, as always, 

the � ve days include 
numerous networking 
opportunities. “We 
do evaluations 
every year,” said 
Letto, adding that 
the attraction that 
attendees continually 
single out as the 
conference’s main 
value is the chance to 

network with other journalists and experts that they may have only 
spoken to by phone. 

Conference continued from page 18

SEJ AWARDS FOR REPORTING ON THE ENVIRONMENT

THE CONVENTION WILL HOST THE U.S. DEBUT 
OF VOLKSWAGEN’S XL 1 PLUG-IN HYBRID.



Travel’s Most Trusted Voices
1100 Members Strong: Travel Journalists, Photographers & PR Professionals

satw.org
Join Us.

Mayan Riviera, Mexico, © Eric Lindberg, 2013 SATW Travel Photographer of the Year

Our journalists, photographers and bloggers cover the world—

from global landmarks to hidden treasures. We promote 

responsible travel journalism and offer professional development 

that makes our members Travel’s Most Trusted Voices.
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 BOOKS

“Full Fathom Five” 
Skyhorse Press, Oct. 8

Author and journalist Gordon 
Chaplin was a child when his father, 
Charles C. G. Chaplin, an English 
adventurer and scientist, made him 
part of the species-collecting team that 
eventually resulted in the 771-page 
landmark study “Fishes of the Bahamas,” 
published in 1968 by Philadelphia’s 
Academy of Natural Sciences. Fifty 
years later, Gordon Chaplin was asked 
to provide his knowledge of the original 
sites on an Academy expedition to re-

create those scienti� c studies. (Charles C. G. Chaplin had died in 
1991.)

� e trip became the starting point for the book “Full Fathom 
Five,” a unique blend of family memoir, a plunge back in time into 
a seemingly carefree world of moneyed expats in the Bahamas, and 
a longitudinal status report on the e� ects of climate change on the 
biodiversity of the marine world in and about the Bahamian coral 
reef. � e exquisite beauty of the underwater world is minutely 
detailed, as is the killing of thousands of � sh using the organic 
chemical rotenone in order to collect the specimens for the studies. 

Chaplin has written previously about the science project for 
Smithsonian magazine. But for the book, he said, “there was never 
any question in my mind that the personal side was going to be there,” 
calling it an opportunity 
to understand more 
about his father, “an 
enigmatic British 
� gure,” through reading 
his diaries. Chaplin 
was able to � nd a 
publisher for the hard-
to-categorize book only 
after changing agents 
mid-stream. 

 On the publicity tour 
for the book, which will 
include several museum 
talks, Chaplin said he 
hopes to be able to 
show a 20-minute silent � lm made by his father and � rst screened in 
1953. � e color movie, one of the � rst underwater � lms made, “will 

be a very dramatic way of showing how it used to be,” Chaplin said 
of the grim changes on the coral reef since the 1997 El Niño ocean 
water temperature rise.

 
 DOCUMENTARIES

“Toxic Hot Seat” 
HBO, Nov. 25

Two teams pursuing the same story: It happens all the time 
in journalism, but how coincidental that both a newspaper and 

a documentary team would 
simultaneously zero in on the 
hazards of � ame retardants and 
the chemical industry’s campaign 
to play down their risks? � e story 
has a happy ending, however, as 
the � lmmakers incorporated the 
reporting by the Chicago Tribune’s 
Michael Hawthorne, Patricia 
Callahan and Sam Roe into their 
� lm, which looks at the 40-year 
� ght to get � ame retardants out of 
homes. 

Directors Kirby Walker and 
James Redford were still pursuing 

their research when the Tribune series, “Playing with Fire,” broke in 
May 2012. “We had no idea they had spent the previous year working 
on the story,” Redford said. � ey quickly brought the Trib reporters 
into the documentary, which Redford called a “game changer.” 

� e core issue for the � lmmakers is “how ordinary citizens have 
an uphill � ght” in their pursuit of legislation to ban the chemicals, 
Redford said. � e � lm tracks e� orts by � re� ghters, mothers, 
scientists, politicians and the journalists, as they unravel some of the 
deceptive methods used to � ght back attempts to ban the chemicals, 
and ends with recent legislative gains, including the move by 
California to next year allow the sale of furniture not treated with 
� ame retardants. “Consumers will have the ability to make a smart 
choice,” said Redford. 

Hawthorne praised the � lm and the opportunity to expose even 
more people to the story. 

While the � lm is about � ame retardants, Redford hopes another 
message comes through, one that will be heartening to journalists. 
“You can’t watch the movie and not understand that journalism is 
worth the money, worth the budget, worth the time,” he said. With 
“all this � im� am out there disguised as journalism,” he added, what 
viewers will learn from the Tribune team’s e� orts is that “in the end, 
nothing replaces all that hard work.” 

New in Media 
Upcoming Works of Interest to Environmental Journalists
By Elizabeth Jensen

JAMES REDFORD

GORDON CHAPLIN
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� is summer on Cape Cod, I had several opportunities to walk 
along the beach and enjoy the o� -shore company of a growing gray 
seal population. � ey bobbed along in the surf, sunning themselves 
and swimming in playful synergy with their surroundings. 

� ey reminded me of the good things that excite my interest in 
reporting on the environment. 

But a boon in the seal population 
brings on the inevitable threat of sharks. 
� e seals can never be too secure in 
their sunny days or trust the reality 
they think they know in the rise and 
fall of the waters. At any given moment, 
everything can change with ferocious 
consequences.

� e plight of the seals is a little bit like 
the nature of environmental reporting. 
Viscerally drawn to the subject, we are 
tempted to keep our focus on the soaring 
peaks of the mountains, the rhythm 
of the seas or the wind-whispered 
invitation to walk into the woods. But 
human endeavor often charges through 
nature, putting environmental reporters 
on high alert. 

� is year’s headlines are a signi  cant 
reminder that our jobs are as important 
as any other subset of the media. � e 
fracking boom, the western wild  res, 
debate over the Keystone XL pipeline, 
all of these issues are critical to the 
quality, health and well-being of our audience’s lives.

How we deliver this news, the truthfulness and accuracy of our 
work, directs and informs the minds that will ultimately shape our 
environmental future.

I write this from Japan, where trust is perhaps the latest casualty in 
the ongoing Fukushima nuclear power plant disaster. Two and a half 
years after the tsunami,   shermen like Mitsunori Suzuki still cannot 
sell what they pull from the sea. Each week, Fukushima   shermen 
like Suzuki take their catch to a local lab to be tested for radiation.  

� ough radiation levels in the   sh reportedly have been falling, 
that good news is balanced with the reality that the storage tanks at 
the facility are still leaking radioactive groundwater into the Paci  c. 

Of TEPCO, the company that runs the power plant, Suzuki says, 
“I can’t trust them. I thought things would be under control after a 

year, but it’s continued for two years. I just don’t know how long this 
is going to last.”

Suzuki’s frustration, his inability to know when his life can return 
to some kind of normalcy, some kind of productivity, reminds me of 
the Deepwater Horizon explosion in the Gulf of Mexico, a story I 

covered daily for   ve months. 
First we were told there was no oil 

spill. � en there was a spill but it only 
amounted to 1,000 barrels a day. � en 
it was 5,000 barrels a day. � en the size 
of the spill didn’t matter because every 
possible action was being taken to stop 
it. 

How is it possible to solve a problem 
if you don’t know how big it is? 
� e changing numbers, what casual 
observers could see with their own eyes, 
made a suspicious public increasingly 
distrustful. Even today, the government 
and BP are still arguing about how 
much oil contaminated the coast three 
years ago. 

While the wrangling continues, 
the people on the Gulf Coast need to 
get on with their lives. � ey need to 
know what’s going to happen to their 
livelihoods, their coastline, their way 
of life. Our reporting is one of their 
essential resources. It helps them to 
plan, make decisions, move forward 

even when the responsible parties are stalled.
As a resource, our reporting has to remain sustainable. No matter 

how compelling the latest Miley Cyrus video may be, no matter how 
graphic the latest murder mystery is, environmental journalists have 
to keep on   ghting for their space in the news. Our beat is the most 
signi  cant aspect of the future. 

Without a sound natural environment, no society has much of 
a chance for success. Just ask the Japanese people waiting out a 
radioactive present or Gulf Coasters wondering about the long-term 
e� ects of their ocean waters’ contamination by a large-scale oil spill. 
Like the seals o�  the Cape, we’re welcome to enjoy the scenery, but 
we best be ready for the next attack on the horizon. 

Anne � ompson is chief environmental a airs correspondent for 
NBC News.

Delight and Danger 
Sustaining the Rewards and Challenges of the 
Environmental Beat

By Anne Thompson

SIGN-OFF

ANNE THOMPSON



Mining Makes a  
Good Neighbor
U.S. mining respects the communities in which we operate and the environment in which we live.

Our commitment to the environment means investing heavily in the development of advanced 
technologies that minimize mining’s footprint. It also means operating under a comprehensive set of 
standards, which include every major U.S. environmental law, as well as state laws and the industry’s own 
strict sustainability practices. 

Being a community partner means restoring more than 2.7 million acres of mined lands since 1978 for 
bene cial uses including recreation areas, farms, economic development parks, golf courses, schools, 
housing developments, wildlife habitat and wetlands. 

No mining project is complete until we fully restore the lands on which we operate.

Visit the National Mining Association at www.nma.org  
for more information.
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The Kern Family 
Ault, Colorado

HYDRAULIC FRACTURING IS 

PROVIDING ENERGY AND HOPE.

For five generations, the Kern 

family has called this ranch home. 

Which is why they learned the 

facts before allowing hydraulic 

fracturing on their property. 

The Kerns discovered that the 

industry is using strict precautions 

to make sure the process is done 

safely. Which includes encasing 

wells in multiple layers of steel to 

unlock abundant supplies of oil 

and natural gas – while protecting 

the land, water and air. 

It’s the right way to secure America’s 

economic and energy future. For 

the Kern family and everyone else. 

To learn the facts visit 

ENERGYFROMSHALE.ORG

THE FUTURE 
OF THIS LAND IS 
IN OUR HANDS.
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