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 How fitting that in one of the driest years on record, the 22nd Annual 

Society of Environmental Journalists Conference should be held in Lubbock, 

Texas — an area that so epitomizes the drought.

 With the continuing lack of rain in the heartland and the breaking off of 

massive amounts of Arctic sea ice, along with rising sea levels on the Atlantic 

Coast and extreme weather conditions worldwide, there is clearly a greater 

need than ever for solid, fact-based environmental journalism.

 And just as the seemingly relentless heat waves of the past year have come to seem like “the 

new normal,” environmental journalists are working toward finding their own new normal, 

seeking fresh ways to reach their audience in print, online, in ebooks, on video and more. 

 All of us benefit from the work environmental reporters do — and they do it year after year, 

lack of rain or shine — not entirely without complaint, maybe, but always with the knowledge 

that a service is being rendered.

 Today’s SEJ is adapting along with the environment, trying to meet the needs of an ever-

diversifying membership and working tirelessly to help that membership find new resources to 

do the job.

 There’s plenty of information to gather and to share at this year’s SEJ Conference, which 

includes a look at some of the starkly beautiful, little-known ecosystems surrounding Lubbock.

 The conference also offers sessions for freelancers, authors and others — and even a chance 

for everyone to rejuvenate at a chuck wagon dinner and swing dance. Don’t forget to look up. 

Just outside Lubbock, you can still see the stars.

 Special thanks to SEJ Executive Director Beth Parke for her help on this issue, and to 

veteran newsman Dan Rather, who contributed our Sign-Off. 

      — Jarre Fees, Editor
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n mid-July, as the Summer 2012 heat wave intensified and the National 
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration declared it the worst drought 
to hit the nation since 1956, pictures of shriveled ears of corn started to 

become cliché. So a humorous photo by photographer John Terhune of the 
Journal & Courier stood out: Golfers at a Lafayette (Indiana) Golf Course 
searched for a ball which had fallen into a deep crack in the course’s dried up 
water hazard. 

Even East Coasters and others who might not identify with farmers could 
understand the situation at a glance. The photo, distributed by AP, got wide play 
in print and online media. 

Severe weather has remained one of the top environmental stories of 2012 
as it was in 2011. As wildfires rage, temperatures soar into record territory and 
violent storms brew, environmental reporters have become experts in the science 
of changing weather patterns, looking for new ways to tell the story. (In May, 
CBS News even filled a post that had been vacant for more than two years, 
hiring M. Sanjayan, lead scientist for The Nature Conservancy, as its science 
and environmental contributor; he has reported on the heat wave and the West’s 
wildfires, among other topics.)

By August and September, as the grim statistics continued to roll in — July 
was the nation’s hottest month on record — the coverage intensified as well. The 
Kansas City Star sent reporter Rick Montgomery on what it said was a 3,200 
mile road trip around Kansas and adjoining states to document the results of the 
dry spell, part of a special report called “Chasing the Drought.” Wilmington, 
Delaware’s News Journal put out a 19-part series on the consequences of rising 
sea levels in the area, with the overarching headline “Climate change puts coast 
in crosshairs.” Columbia Journalism Review’s Curtis Brainard wrote of the 
reports: “What made the two [of ] them stand out was the focus on local impacts 
and people caught in the ‘crosshairs’.”

Other papers tackling the topic in multipart 
series included the Cedar County Republican 
in Stockton, Missouri and the Summit Daily 
News in Frisco, Colorado, which ran a Monday 
column all summer devoted to the drought.

On television, the Weather Channel aired a 
half-hour special called “Burned Out,” looking 
at the implications nationwide of the extreme 
heat, even down to higher popcorn prices at 
the movies. “A lot of folks get in their cocoons, 
if you will,” said Michael Dingley, senior 
vice president, content and development, the 
Weather Channel Companies. “They tend to 
think mostly about themselves and their loved 
ones and families. So we try to provide content 

that says, ‘what does it mean to me where I live with my family?’”
Meanwhile, the CBS Evening News in September devoted time over four 

nights to national correspondent Jim Axelrod’s look at the water supply, or as he 
put it: “Where does it come from and what happens when it gets scarce?”

Axelrod talked to a Kansas farmer who had no water to divert from the 
Arkansas River for his crops, and a “water czar” in Colorado responsible for 
turning on and off the spigots supplying ranchers, using a priority system based 
on 19th century claims. He looked at why some farmers can’t get water to their 
fields because of red tape on Capitol Hill. 

When there’s a drought, “it’s almost predictable that you’ll see a reporter 
walking on parched land,” probably somewhere in East Texas, Axelrod said. The 
water focus, he added, was a “more accessible way” to tell the story, through the 
eyes of four people who were dealing with the issue in a way those viewers in 
urban areas might never otherwise think about. 

I

continued on page 46
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he real story in a new poll of environmental journalists is 
that a lot of them are freelance and frustrated. In many 
cases they are unable to identify with a publication or news 

outlet to call their own. And across the board, freelance or staff, they 
continue to do more work with ever-dwindling resources.

The annual NewsPro survey, conducted in conjunction with the 
Society of Environmental Journalists, also found that: 
 They believe the big environmental stories for the next few years 

will be the impact of energy policy and climate change; and fresh 
water, marine and coastal issues.

 They acknowledge the importance of social media and are using 
it more frequently.

 They think corporate interests and disinformation campaigns 
are interfering with their ability to reach policy-makers and the 
public.
 As the SEJ’s 22nd annual conference gears up, NewsPro asked 

the organization’s members to weigh in on several environmental 
and work-related issues. A hundred and thirty-five journalists 
responded, which SEJ Executive Director Beth Parke said was 
“about 13% of professional SEJ members.”

“Resources at my news organization” topped the list of work-
related challenges in the 2012 poll, with 41.2% of respondents 
saying it was a major concern, up from 23.7% in last year’s poll. 

“Everyone is multi-tasking, fewer people [are] being asked to do 
more, and some things fall through the cracks,” one respondent said.

“It’s an important job that [environmental journalists] are doing,” 
Parke said. “People are grappling with some challenging conditions, 
and they’re doing it in circumstances where there’s no routine and a 
lot of changing information.”

Perhaps the most telling item in this year’s survey was the choice 
that got the fewest votes in this category.  

“My own job security,” which last year headed the list of job-
related concerns at 32.5%, fell sharply. Just 19.2% ranked it as a 
major concern this time, with 31.5% listing it as a low priority. 

One reason for that lack of concern could be that jobs have 
already vanished; “No job security equals nothing to be concerned 
about,” one respondent commented.

Curtis Brainard, staff writer for the Columbia Journalism Review, 
noted that “the relatively low number of journalists who are worried 

Another 
Tough 
Year for 
Journalists

By Jarre Fees

T

continued on page 48
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n a clear sign of how important and divisive environmental 
issues can be politically and how they will play into the 2012 
presidential election, Republican candidate Mitt Romney 

drew a proverbial line in the sand during his acceptance speech at 
the Republican National Convention in Tampa, Fla.

“President Obama 
promised to begin to 
slow the rise of the 
oceans and to heal the 
planet,” Romney said. 
“My promise is to help 
you and your family.”

Although polls show 
the state of the economy 
is the issue of most 
concern to voters, energy 
issues have already 
come to the forefront in 
media coverage of key 
campaign issues.

Just days before the 
convention, Romney 
unveiled a plan he says 

will enable energy independence by 2020 and cut consumer costs 
by increasing domestic oil production. A Romney administration 
would approve the Keystone XL pipeline bringing oil from Canada 
to Texas, as well as opening new offshore areas for drilling.

Meanwhile, to the anger of environmentalists, the Obama 
administration granted Royal Dutch Shell a one-year air pollution 
permit to drill for oil in the Arctic Ocean off the Alaska coastline.

In addition to covering the news of such announcements, 
environmental and political reporters will be expected to go deeper 
than the sound bites, campaign slogans and commercials, according 
to those who work the beats.

“Science does not lend itself to bumper sticker phrases or 

10-second sound bites. They take more thought, more time and 
more understanding,” said Anne Thompson, chief environmental 
affairs correspondent for NBC News. “All energy sources have 
environmental impacts and economic impacts and these impacts, 

both good and bad, need to be fully explained.
“In television, I rarely have more than two minutes to address 

these challenges,” she said, “but I hope that I can engage our viewers 
on these issues so they want to learn more about energy issues.”

Thompson says she will cover topics like oil drilling, tax 
credits for the wind 
energy industry, coal 
mining regulations 
and fracking that will 
be debated on the 
campaign trail. Many 
of the differences 
between the positions 
of the two political 
camps come down 
to the role of the 
federal government 
in protecting public 
health and in 
promoting certain 
industries.

While energy issues 
— particularly as they 
relate to jobs — may take center stage, other environmental issues 
on the campaign trail may not make headlines, and that’s where 
experienced beat reporting will come in.

“The best bet for environmental reporters will be not to wait for 
the candidates to address those issues, but to comb through the 
existing record of each candidate on the environment and explain 
to viewers just what sort of approach we might expect from each 
should he be elected,” said Stacey Woelfel, news director of the 
University of Missouri-owned NBC affiliate KOMU-TV and 
associate professor at the Missouri School of Journalism. 

“Looking at the Obama administration’s efforts so far would 
be one way, as would looking at the Romney [gubernatorial] 

administration in Massachusetts.”
Still, daily stump campaigning will dictate most 

of the coverage of environmental issues. “As the 
race heats up, I would expect Romney to increase 
his attacks on the Obama administration for 
nixing the Keystone pipeline and increase his calls 
for more fracking and drilling to achieve energy 
independence,” said Christy George, an independent 
TV producer, adding that locals on both sides of the 
political divide consider themselves stewards of the 
land. 

As the campaigns weigh in on the drought, gas prices, the debate 
over ethanol, future water supplies and even the hot-button issue of 
climate change, the topics will likely be viewed within the broader 

I

Environmental Politics
By Hillary Atkin

“Science does not lend itself 
to bumper sticker phrases or 
10-second sound bites.”

Anne Thompson, NBC News

continued on page 50

np 56pg workr.qxp  10/9/2012  1:53 PM  Page 8



We’re proud to be named an EPA ENERGY STAR® Partner of the Year. And the No. 1 

automotive user of solar power in the U.S. by the Solar Energy Industries Association®.

We’re rewriting the rules on manufacturing. Designing innovative practices. Embracing 

new technologies. And optimizing the facilities we already use. We’re treading a new 

path. Looking forward to a brighter future. 

To learn how we’re powering the future, contact
 Sharon Basel, Manager, GM Environment & Energy Communications

P: (313) 378-6647    E: sharon.basel@gm.com

©2012 General Motors. All rights reserved.

gmbeyondnow.com

Opel Rüsselsheim manufacturing plant, Germany

WE’RE KNOWN FOR CARS; 
WE’RE BEING RECOGNIZED 
FOR ENERGY EFFICIENCY.

12np0046.pdf         RunDate: 10/15/12                                                 Full Page     Color: 4/C

12np0046_08  9/25/12  11:37 AM  Page 1



10 | October 2012 | NewsPro 

An Unstable Environment
By Allison J. Waldman

There’s been less talk about the environment in the media 
these past couple of years, a trend that coincides with the 
downsizing of newsrooms and the laying off of reporters who 

specialize in this beat, and making it harder for 
the public to stay informed about issues that 
really matter.

But then the fury of Hurricane Isaac 
managed to disrupt both national political 
conventions in just a few days, and one 
candidate’s off-hand comment about “the 
rising seas” unleashed a veritable tropical 
storm that put environmental issues back in 
the forefront. Will it be enough to reverse the 
trend back to these important topics?

Probably not, according to Curtis Brainard, 
staff writer for the Columbia Journalism 
Review and editor of The Observatory. 
“Coverage of climate change, the biggest 
environmental story of the last seven or eight 
years, has continued to decline from its high point in 2009,” he said. 

But Brainard said he has “noticed a divide in that coverage.
“Some reporters are describing stronger connections based on the 

increasingly confident statements of some scientists — and other 
reporters are describing more reserved conclusions based on the 
statements of other scientists,” Brainard said. 

The devastation brought on by incidents like the Colorado 
wildfires, Gulf Coast hurricanes and tornadoes hitting places where 
they have historically rarely struck — metropolitan New York City 
and the New England states — have incited tremendous interest in 
good quality media coverage. Consumers want to know why this 
extreme weather is happening. 

Tim Wheeler, environment reporter for The Baltimore Sun 
and former president of the Society of Environmental Journalists, 
said the economic downturn has affected how outlets cover the 

environment. “I sense that reporting on the environment continues 
to suffer at the hands of a sluggish economy and the continuing 
retrenchment of mainstream media.

“The administrator of an environmental 
reporting award told me recently that his 
mailing list of journalists regularly contacted 
with invites to enter the contest has shrunk 
considerably,” he said. “That’s a mark of the 
upheaval in the business, of environmental 
specialists who have left whatever publication 
or position they’ve been holding in the past 
year or two.” 

That upheaval has been demoralizing for 
environmental journalists, but one unexpected 
development in Tampa at the Republican 
Convention might have provided a glimmer of 
hope. In his acceptance speech, Mitt Romney, 
the GOP standard-bearer, used the opposing 
party’s belief in the science behind climate 

change to make a joke. The fact that the subject was even raised 
was surprising to some who are looking to expand environmental 
coverage. 

“The Republicans have totally disavowed the issue, of course, 
while the Democrats have conveyed less urgency,” Brainard said. 
“The bigger debate on the campaign trail is energy, and accordingly, 
it’s received a lot more coverage — some good, some bad.

“[But] the context, in speeches and in the media, has been 
mostly the economy and jobs, rather than climate change and the 
environment,” he said.

In response to Romney’s speech, Sierra Club Executive Director 
Michael Brune released a statement linking environmental issues to 
jobs and economic growth. And reporting on those issues must be 
injected into a larger conversation about the economy and jobs, at 

continued on page 49
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History  
Repeats Itself?

t is pure happenstance that Dayton Duncan and Ken Burns’ four-hour PBS film “The 
Dust Bowl” is premiering at a time when the U.S. is struggling with its worst drought 
in decades. 

But as a historical documentation of what it calls the “worst man-made ecological 
disaster in American history,” the film lands as a stark reminder that without humility in 
the face of nature, “things can go really wrong and have consequences far beyond whether 
someone makes a profit,” Duncan said, adding, “You ought to pay attention to the land and 
what its demands and limits are.”

Following an SEJ October 2012 showing, it will 
be broadcast nationally November 18 and 19 in two 
parts. “The Dust Bowl” tracks the real estate and 
farming bubble that enveloped the Oklahoma and 
Texas panhandle region in the 1920s, during an 
uncommonly wet and fertile period. When the rains 
disappeared, farmland the size of Ohio, devoid of 
the deep-rooted buffalo grass that had evolved over 
centuries to hold the dry soil in place, simply blew 
away in vast clouds that at one point reached the East 
Coast, obscuring the vision of ship captains in New 
York City’s harbor. 

The genesis of the program dates to 1990, when 
Duncan — an author, former press secretary for two 
Democratic presidential candidates and longtime 

Burns collaborator — was researching his book “Miles from Nowhere: Tales From 
America’s Contemporary Frontier,” about the most sparsely populated counties in the U.S. 
While in the northeastern corner of New Mexico he met survivors of the Dust Bowl, who 
recalled “huddling in their small farm houses, as their mothers stuffed rags under the doors 
and taped over the windows, trying desperately to keep the dust from getting in, and having 
it be as dark as midnight in the middle of the day,” he said. 

Iowa-born Duncan said he recalled his own mother’s tales of hot dry weather in the 
1930s, “but the tales these people were telling me made that seem like a walk in the park.” 
It went on his list of future projects and when he and Burns were finishing up their series, 
“The National Parks: America’s Best Idea,” the topic surfaced. 

They decided to tackle it, Duncan said, only if they could find “enough people who lived 
through it still alive and capable of telling their stories on camera.” While there was plenty 
of visual documentation to draw from, as well as dispatches from journalist Ernie Pyle and 
the vivid letters of the pioneer Caroline Henderson, “It was the memory of these people 
telling me the stories themselves that made it come alive in a way that reading about it 
couldn’t.”

So in 2009, while Burns and Duncan were promoting “The National Parks,” producer 
Julie Dunfey and associate producer Susan Shumaker were dispatched to Dust Bowl country. 
They created posters asking for stories from eyewitnesses and conducted roundtables at 
nursing homes and historical societies. Burns taped an appeal that aired on PBS stations in 
Oklahoma, the Texas Panhandle, Colorado, Sacramento, San Francisco and New Mexico. 

“The Dust Bowl” Revisits 
An American Tragedy
By Elizabeth Jensen
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In the end, the producers came up 
with 26 people in their 80s and 90s 
(and older), and the film is jammed 
with their personal recollections 
and photos. They tear up as they 
recall siblings dying decades earlier, 
clubbing to death the rampant rabbits 
and shooting cattle which were too 
skinny to be butchered. 

The scope of the environmental 
catastrophe, Duncan said, was far 
greater than that wrought by the 
Great Plains’ periodic droughts, the 
difference being massive plowing 
of prairie grasses over 20 years 
previous that had “laid bare and made 
vulnerable these millions of acres, to 
be susceptible to drought and then 
the wind.” Some of the manmade 
decisions were understandable, he 
said, such as when the federal government artificially raised the 
price of wheat to encourage farming, so the World War I troops 
could be fed. 

“Oftentimes, there’s no villain in the characters you meet with us,” 
he said. “You start to understand all those individual motives.” But 
the episode, he said is also a “lesson in life in a speculative bubble.” 

Lessons learned from the Dust Bowl may mitigate some of the 
damage from today’s drought. Soil scientists developed new ways 

of tilling soil to leave it less vulnerable and four million acres of 
protected national grasslands were created out of the purchase of 
failed homesteads, Duncan said. 

And as bad as today’s drought is, Duncan said, it still pales in 
comparison to the Dust Bowl. “The question before us right now 
is, ‘Is this the first of six or seven years in a row or is it just one bad 
year?’” 
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ith a real-life drought taking place across the nation, and a 
meeting location in Lubbock, Texas — one place hit hard 
by the 1930s Dust Bowl — the Society of Environmental 

Journalists’ 22nd annual conference has an obvious focus on the land 
and water and the impact of society on both. 

Organizers of the meeting, which runs Oct. 17-21, chose 
Lubbock and Texas Tech University in 2010, so this year’s extreme 
weather patterns were a coincidence. But the issues of worldwide 
desertification were already first in mind, as was the Southwest’s 
constant concern over water. The schedule reflects that, as do the 
conference’s signature daylong tours on Thursday.

“I’m never going to be saying a drought is lucky — it’s really been 
catastrophic here in Texas,” said Randy Lee Loftis, environmental 
writer for the Dallas Morning News, and the conference chair. 
“But it does further emphasize the importance of the themes we’re 
talking about here.”

The conference will open Wednesday evening with a look at clips 
from the documentary “Watershed: Exploring a New Water Ethic 
for the New West,” about the fight to save the Colorado River, 
which is narrated by filmmaker Robert Redford. His son, producer 

Jamie Redford, will be on hand to 
introduce the clips. A live satellite 
hookup with researchers in Africa will 
follow, for a discussion on how societies 
there are coping with climate change-
enhanced desertification, and afterward 
“Watershed” will be screened in full. 

The Friday opening plenary will 
also focus on related issues. Titled 
“Land, Water and People: It’s the 
Food, Stupid!” the session, moderated 

by independent TV producer Christy George, will explore the 
challenges of worldwide food production and changing agricultural 
practices at a time when the planet’s resources have been stretched 
by a soaring population and major weather changes. 

Friday night the conference moves to the Texas Tech Natural 
History Museum for a one-hour preview of PBS’ upcoming four-
hour documentary, “The Dust Bowl,” from Ken Burns and Dayton 
Duncan. Duncan, the film’s screenwriter and co-producer, will 
discuss the film and what he calls “the worst manmade ecological 
disaster in American history.” That night NASA will also share its 
satellite imaging technology, and discuss how journalists might use 
their remote-sensing tools in stories about desertification, Loftis 
said. 

As in recent years, SEJ will continue to examine issues surrounding 
the communication of the scientific community’s concern over 
climate change. At Friday’s breakfast plenary, however, the session 
will approach the issue from a slightly different perspective. “Is 
Communicating Climate Change a Lost Cause?” will examine why 
political and public concern over the issue has waned, even as the 
consequences of climate change, from extreme rainfall to wildfires, 
are causing real-life problems. 

W

A Climate of Change

continued on page 44

By Elizabeth Jensen
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ri Phillips, a graduate student studying journalism and 
public policy at the University of Texas, Austin, wanted 
to spend the summer reporting on energy and climate 

change issues in the American Southwest. So last spring he turned 
to Kickstarter.com to crowdfund his project. 

Over one month, ending May 11, he raised $4,063 from 105 
backers, just over his $3,750 goal. 

At the opposite end of the journalistic spectrum is Kartemquin 
Films’ Steve James, the celebrated director and producer of the 
documentaries “Hoop Dreams” and “The Interrupters,” among 
others. James and his collaborator Raj Patel also turned to 
crowdfunding—in their case the site Indiegogo.com—to raise 
early money for their new documentary and transmedia project 
“Generation Food” which “will tell stories of people fixing a broken 
food system today so that everyone can eat tomorrow.” Following 
social media frenzy in the campaign’s final days in August, the 
project raised $60,940, well surpassing its $50,000 goal. 

Matter, a new online journalism site promising in-depth report-
ing about science and technology, 
did even better on Kickstarter, with 
2,566 backers pledging $140,202 in 
a campaign that ended in March. 
(As of mid-September the site had 
yet to launch.)

For independent journalists 
grappling with cutbacks in 
traditional funding sources, 
crowdfunding might seem like 
easy money. Although the bulk 
of the thousands of projects on 
Kickstarter, Indiegogo and other 
sites are not journalism-related, a 
number of journalism projects have 
successfully gotten off the ground 
with their help. Those who have 

used it sing crowdfunding’s praises, but also caution that the money 
isn’t as easy as it appears. 

Choosing which site to use is the first step to a successful project. 
Spot.us, the oldest of the sites, is specifically freelance journalism-
focused, dedicated to what it calls “community powered reporting.” 
Projects, which can be requested by the public or launched by 
journalists, have included a number of environmental topics, and 
Spot.us works with news organizations to distribute content. 

Kickstarter, which lists a “Journalism” category for projects, has 
the advantage of size. It boasted of almost $300 million raised as 

of Sept. 14 for a wide array of projects, of which $13.5 million was 
given to publishing projects, including journalism. But with 70,853 
projects launched as of that date, it’s easy to get lost. The site also 
requires projects to meet their financial goals or no money is released, 
unlike Indiegogo, which doesn’t have a journalism category, but has 
an option for projects to keep whatever they raise. Both Kickstarter 
and Indiegogo take a percentage of the money raised. 

Among the other differences: Contributions to Spot.us are tax-
deductible; those to projects on Indiegogo and Kickstarter mostly 
are not. 

Donors to Kickstarter and Indiegogo get perks depending on 
how much they donate; James and Patel offered categories from $5 
(81 claimed) to $10,000 (none claimed), with perks such as lunch 
at the Berkeley, California restaurant Chez Panisse (for a $4,000 
donation, of which two were claimed.) Putting the perks together 
and getting the word out about the campaign — Indiegogo uses 
a proprietary algorithm that includes social media outreach to 
determine which projects get featured on its homepage — was “a 
labor-intensive undertaking” James didn’t expect, he wrote in an 
article for Indiewire.

Phillips, 28, who made a “low-budget video” to sell his project to 
potential donors and offered minimal incentives such as postcards, 

A

Turning to Social Media 
to Finance New Projects
By Elizabeth Jensen

continued on page 50
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ith blogs on the rise and print magazines and newspapers 
less popular, freelance environmental journalists have 
had to adapt to their own climate change in the past 

few years. And they’re seizing a variety of opportunities to make a 
living. 

Jane Braxton Little, independent 
writer, photographer and contributing 
editor to Audubon, said a lot of 
publications “have been hit by 
the current nationwide economic 
doldrums.  Those that survive are 
generally smaller, reducing their page 
numbers as a reflection of fewer ads.”

To compensate for fewer assign-
ments, Little said she expanded her 
client base, adding “online publications 

as well as several print magazines that were new to me.” 
Little said there are plenty of ongoing topics for freelancers, like 

rising sea levels, extreme weather, the aftermath of Fukushima and 
the effects of climate change on endangered species. And she was 
quick to praise the SEJ as “an invaluable support system. It serves 
freelancers in multiple ways.  It connects writers with editors at the 
annual conference and at a variety of regional get-togethers,” she 
said. “Many of us routinely come away from these conferences with 
solid assignments.  Through the SEJ’s Freelance Listserv, members 
pass along tips about publications and ideas for better business 
management.”

Scott Dodd, editor of OnEarth.org, is at the other end of the 
freelance equation. It’s his job to say yes or no to a pitch, and Dodd 
said he uses three questions to guide him, keeping them on a Post-It 
note above his Mac: 1) Why should I care? 2) What makes this a 
compelling story? and 3) What makes it distinctive?

“For me, a good pitch is one that leaves no doubt about the 
answers to those three questions — and tells me that the journalist 
knows the answers, too,” Dodd said. “We want beautiful prose 
that conveys a powerful voice and strong, well-reasoned point of 
view. We want some indication that the writer has thought about 
structure.

“Also, is this the right kind of story for a publication like OnEarth? 
Tell us something new,” he said. “We’re always thinking about 
whether this is something that will get attention and break through 
the noise. Finally, we’d like writers to send us ideas that are people-
focused.”

Hillary Rosner, a 2011 Silver Knight Journalism fellow who’s 
written about science and the environment for the New York 
Times, Newsweek, and other publications, said there are many 

people-oriented stories involving the environment. “Like politics, 
the environment is an incredibly broad category that seeps into 
every aspect of our lives — so I see 
the potential venues for environment 
stories as basically limitless,” she said. 
“It’s all about how you frame the issues 
and what story you decided to tell.” 

Rosner said she’s practical in her 
approach, making it easier for an editor 
to give her the go-ahead. If she wants 
to write a long-form piece about saving 
an orangutan habitat, she’ll seek a grant 
to augment the cost of traveling to a 
distant location and remaining there for weeks. 

“It’s particularly challenging with environmental stories, where 
the characters are often non-human and the stories can revolve 
around issues rather than people,” said Rosner. “But the more you 
can find the human story in whatever it is, the more success you’ll 
have.” 

Robin Samora, a business and PR strategist, had some 
straightforward tips for freelancers. “Get a magazine’s editorial 
calendar and see what’s three to six months ahead,” she said. “Learn 
to write a customized pitch, be ready for last minute interviews and 
deliver your work on time,” she added. And the most important 
suggestion? “Write thank you notes.” 

W

Making the Cut: Tools 
and Tips For Freelancers
By Allison J. Waldman
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he mighty Colorado River runs through seven states in the 
Western United States, rushing toward its delta in Mexico’s 
Gulf of California.

Because much of the river is siphoned off, mainly by agriculture, 
it runs dry before it reaches its natural end. Unless action is taken, 
the river will continue to retreat, creating a potential disaster for 30 
million people who depend upon it.

 This potential environmental catastrophe is the subject of the 
new documentary “Watershed: Exploring a New Water Ethic 
for the New West,” executive produced and narrated by Robert 
Redford, which will be screened at the annual conference of the 
Society of Environmental Journalists on Wednesday, Oct. 17 at 9 
p.m.

NewsPro’s Hillary Atkin talked with Redford and his son, 
producer Jamie Redford, to discover their connection to the river, 

its problems, and most importantly, the solutions.
NewsPro: You’ve long been associated with the American West. 

What inspired your passion and involvement for this project?
Robert Redford: I grew up in Los Angeles, in a lower middle class 

family, but was able to get to the Sierras.  I worked at Yosemite and 
between that experience and being near the ocean, I took water for 
granted — something you played in, rafted in, and drank. When 
I bought land in Sundance, I had to become more aware. There 
was one stream coming off the mountain we were dependent on. 
Sheepherders would tell me where water was, even if you couldn’t 
see it, because they had to get from water source to water source. 
I got fascinated. During a conference at Sundance in 2009, there 
was a consensus that people are not aware water is such an essential 
to our well-being, that it was in danger. We started to focus on 
the Colorado River. When I found out it no longer reaches its 

T

A River Ran Through ItA River Ran Through It
SPECIAL SCREENING
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destination, it was emblematic of conditions all around the world 
with rivers drying up everywhere. My business is film, so we decided 
to make a documentary that Jamie produced.   

NewsPro: Jamie, what was the impetus for you?
Jamie Redford: I’m a great 

believer in documentary film as 
a way to move the bar forward 
in making positive change. 
“Watershed” is our stab at 
reversing so much generalized 
ignorance of where our water 
comes from in the West. If 
you look at overall trends of 
increasing use by industry and 
population growth, we’re on a 
collision course with calamity 
if we don’t change things. 
We felt like water needed 
to be addressed. At our 
2009 conference, politicians, 
migrant workers, Navajos, the recreational industry — everyone 
agreed people have to understand their water because ignorance is 
damaging. This film is meant to be an awareness-raiser. We wanted 
it not just to be alarmist. We wanted to offer hope and ways people 
can make a difference. We’re going to have to inspire people to 
make changes.  

NewsPro: Who is your target audience for “Watershed”?
JR: It’s the 30 million people who rely 

on the Colorado River, each of whom uses 
an average of 100 gallons a day. Whether 
it’s quantity or quality, everyone is facing a 
change in the way they need to deal with 
water. It’s the same thing for many rivers of 
the Northeast in terms of quality, as they are 
so overburdened by toxins they might as well 
be arid.

NewsPro: What did you learn through 
making the film?

RR: I had a general knowledge of the 
Colorado River, but I didn’t know details 
of the use of the river. I figured that the 
problem was not enough supply.  Some of it’s 
to be assumed, with expanded populations 
and energy generation. What I didn’t know 
beyond that went deeper: 70% is taken up 
by agriculture, according to the Colorado 
Compact of 1922, which was drawn up 
during a wet period. It promised more than 
it could deliver. It became clear you could 
see the picture of why this was going on. But 
there are solutions. 

NewsPro: In certain parts of the country, 
water pollution is a well-publicized issue. 
How can water conservation issues come to 
the fore?

JR: A lot of it has to do with a fundamental 
shift that we need to value water, that 
financially we don’t place the right value on 

it, particularly in arid regions. People respond well to economic 
pressures. We have a real estate mentality that water needs to be 
available cheaply. You have people in Minnesota paying more for 
water than people having it pumped through mountains. There still 
needs to be a shift nationally. 

RR: I don’t think many people know what it costs in water to 
extract a gallon of oil.  Or what goes into fracking. To get down 
and crack the earth with chemicals getting into the aquifer that can 
poison people. With sources of energy, no one tells you the cost 
involving water.  I think the Colorado River can be used for people 
to look at situations in their own states.

NewsPro: With everything else going on environmentally right 
now — drought, extreme weather, the melting of ice caps — how do 
you ask people to make a difference?

JR: If this film could change the behavior around water, that 
would be a tall goal. If you have a new awareness and behavior that 
will have an impact, you can start with your own personal practices. 
Then when you find out your city is watering parks at noon that’s 
going to make you angry. 

RR: Whole Foods wanted to tie themselves to this project, and 
has screened it in 77 cities. Beyond that, you hope people want to 
become active. They can donate some money to the cause. It’ll only 
take $17 million. Another thing people don’t know is how much 
money comes from recreation and that 250,000 are employed by 
that. Put all that together, they might contribute. If enough people 
do, the aggregation of small amounts will get the job done. Right 
now there is still a chance.  
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Saluting  
A Year of
Winning
Reporting

SEJ Awards Coverage by Jarre Fees

One of the highlights of the SEJ Conference is the 
presentation of the annual Awards for Reporting 
on the Environment. This year’s festive ceremony 
takes place Wednesday night, Oct. 17, at Lubbock’s 
Overton Hotel. Cowboys are welcome.

KEVIN CARMODY AWARD —
OUTSTANDING IN-DEPTH REPORTING
First Place - Large Market

Ma Man Keung, Mandy Lee, Bi Zimu and Shiny Li have  
walked off with the Society of Environmental Journalists’ 2012 
Kevin Carmody Award for outstanding in-depth reporting, large 
market, for their covert Radio Free Asia video series “Disappearing 
River,” about China’s heavily polluted Dong River.

China, which is ranked 174th out of 179 countries in the Reporters 
without Borders 2011-2012 Press Freedom Index, has never been 
known to lay out the welcome mat for reporters. 

“The risks involved in producing this kind of series in China are 
considerable, said Dan Southerland, RFA executive editor.

“This project was done at a time when threats, bullying, 
harassment, and intimidation directed against foreign journalists 
and media organizations have become common and when many 
Chinese citizens are reluctant to speak to reporters,” he said. 

With so many difficulties facing them in China, how did the 
“Disappearing River” series get off the ground? 

22 | October 2012 | NewsPro 
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NewsPro posed that question and others to 
Shiny Li, director of RFA’s Cantonese service.

NewsPro: Could you explain the roles 
of Ma Man Keung, Mandy Lee, Bi Zimu 
and yourself in making the winning entry, 
“Disappearing River”?

Shiny Li: I initiated this project and 
discussed with Ma Man Keung what topics 
we should do as part of our investigation of 
the Dong River’s health. Once things got 
off the ground, I coordinated the team to 
cover the topics, especially when Ma Man 
Keung was in China. Mandy and I conducted 
interviews with scholars and experts in Hong 
Kong and China. For China, these were 
done via telephone. I did final edits of all the 
scripts.

Ma Man Keung was the main journalist, 
he went to China several times to film the 
segments, conduct local interviews, and draft 
rough scripts for the videos.

Mandy helped by filming and conducting 
interviews with scholars, non-government 
organization representatives, and Chinese 
and Hong Kong officials. Based on the 
footage Ma filmed in China, Mandy did the 
follow-up for some stories by interviewing 
more local residents, officials, and scholars in 
China.

Bi Zimu wrapped up all the information 

from the remaining team members and wrote the stories. She also 
oversaw the technical editing of Ma’s original footage.

NewsPro: Were these videos shot “undercover,” or did Chinese 
officials know you were shooting video? Did they care?

Li: Given the sensitivity of our investigative series, most of the 
videos were shot covertly. Most local residents were reluctant to be 
interviewed, knowing we wanted to document and report on the 
pollution of the Dong River. A few local residents were willing 
to talk to us, such as the residents in Shenzhen. They complained 
about the serious lack of town planning in Shenzhen and that the 
river water was seriously polluted. We could only interview the 
officials by phone. If our reporter showed up at a government office, 
he would risk being detained or even jailed. In China, reporters are 
required to have official permission from the state. 

NewsPro: Were there repercussions from the Chinese government 
when these videos became available on Radio Free Asia?

Li: A few weeks after the broadcast on July 22, 2011, our 
episode on the serious pollution in Donguan City, local authorities 
announced that 32 local factories that produce wastewater would 
be on the priority list for key management by the government for 
better environmental protection.

In terms of impact among our target audience, we know there was 
a lot of online traffic of people visiting our website to view the video 
series. By mid-August, when the project was not yet completed but 

continued on page 24
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video portions were being made available online, the feature had 
already received 3000 unique views, with evidence of proxy traffic. 
Radio Free Asia is blocked in China so some of our readers visit our 
websites using Web circumvention technologies. 

NewsPro: The SEJ judges said you had put yourselves “at great 
personal and professional risk to expose extreme pollution in China’s 
Dong River.”  What was the most dangerous part of making these 
videos?

Li: For one, we had to be very careful not to expose the real 
identity of our reporter Ma Man Keung. Otherwise, he would have 
been in trouble for “illegal reporting.” Also, our reporting team was 
exposed to some harsh treatment when they crossed paths with a 
group of unidentified thugs at the site of a Chinese rare-earth mine. 
We were forced to hand over to them some of the footage taken that 
day. Fortunately, however, some of the images were saved. We were 
concerned about similar incidents happening and had to be extra 
cautious due to the sensitivity of our investigation.

NewsPro: How long did the videos take from conception to 
editing?

Li: About a year. The most difficult part was getting the budget 
needed to start the project and then get it completed.

LARGE MARKET BEAT REPORTING 
First Place

Chicago Tribune’s Michael Hawthorne, whose “Chicago Beat 
Reporting Exclusives” picked up the Society of Environmental 
Journalists 2012 first-place award for Outstanding Beat Reporting, 
Large Market, said a lot of the stories he writes are “actually old 
news.”

“Dumping in the Lake,” one of his five winning stories, focuses 
on Chicago’s Deep Tunnel project. Started in 1975, Deep Tunnel 
is one of the nation’s most expensive public works projects and one 
that has been under construction so long that “most people forgot 
about it,” Hawthorne said. 

“There’s an argument to be made that the quality of Chicago’s 
water has greatly improved,” Hawthorne said, “and the Deep 
Tunnel system is partly responsible for that. But every time it rains 
the system dumps itself into the Chicago River.”

“The citizens of Chicagoland are lucky that Michael Hawthorne 
is on the environment beat with his distinctive style of watchdog 
journalism,” the SEJ judges’ statement said. “He is out there 
watching the air for dangerous lead, the water for industrial 
pollutants, and underground for sewage. And he does so armed 
with data, clear explanations and solid beat reporting.”

In addition to the Deep Tunnel story, Hawthorne said several 
other issues he focuses on for the Chicago Tribune “have been going 
on — and been written about — for 30 years or more. 

“In the 1970s a lot of things seemed to coalesce,” he said. “The 
problems were so stark that the government actually had to take 
action on some things. The Clean Water Act, for instance, has been 
around since 1972, and back then people rallied around it.”

But the Clean Water Act “hasn’t been really enforced,” Hawthorne 
said, and now, years later, “all these problems with Lake Michigan 
are worse because of climate change.”

Hawthorne’s research showed that the massive storms that hit 
the Chicago area in the past couple of years created an overflow 

(Continued from page 23)

continued on page 26
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is pleased to congratulate all the winners of the 
2012 SEJ Awards for Reporting on the Environment

is pleased to congratulate all the winners of the 
2012 SEJ Awards for Reporting on the Environment
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of storm water and sewage into the lake that the 3½ billion dollar 
Deep Tunnel system is incapable of handling. 

Hawthorne, who considers himself “an amateur environmental 
historian,” worked as a political reporter in Illinois, Florida and 
Ohio before landing in Chicago, and said his environmental 
reporting at the Tribune “can’t help but be informed by” his political 
reporting.

“Knowing how decisions and policies get made — or don’t —
[means] I’m always thinking through that lens of how different 
interests coalesce around an issue or delay [its resolution],” he said.

“People are familiar with the Deep Tunnel project,” said George 
Papajohn, associate managing editor for investigations at the 
Chicago Tribune, “but no reporter in recent years has been willing 
to go the extra mile on it.”

One of Hawthorne’s greatest strengths, Papajohn said, is “his 
ability to dig in and nail down the facts with documents and data 
and information that isn’t readily available.

Hawthorne said he looks at a number of different data sources. 
“I look at data that isn’t being looked at except by people compiling 
these reports,” he said.

Some of those reports, he said, “are just sitting on some government 
shelf, written in this impenetrable bureaucratic language that has to 
be translated into regulated language so you can run the numbers 
and see what’s happening.”

“He takes complex subjects and makes their meaning clear to 
readers,” Papajohn said, “and he holds people accountable for their 
actions.”

Hawthorne said his work continues a tradition started by Casey 
Buckro, who retired from the Tribune in 2007. “He was one of the 
earliest environmental reporters,” Hawthorne said. “It’s interesting 
to run across his work, because a lot of the issues he wrote about are 
still happening now, even if they don’t seem to be directly related.” 

The Deep Tunnel project in particular, Hawthorne noted, was 
“classic Chicago-style decision making. A lot of people got sweet 
contracts out of it and are still benefiting. Now some people are 
questioning what those benefits are.”

In addition to “Dumping in the Lake,” Hawthorne’s other 
winning stories, “Power Plants Kill Millions of Lake Fish,” “High 
Levels of Lead Fill Air at School,” “Ferry Allowed to Dump Tons of 
Coal Ash in Lake” and “Toxic Metal Stays in Water” are a mixture 
of today’s news and Chicago’s ongoing, long-term issues.

“It’s like what they say,” Hawthorne said. “When you’re writing 
about the environment, most of the stories don’t break — they 
ooze.”

SMALL MARKET BEAT REPORTING
First Place 

Nearly one and a half  billion tons of coal lie underneath 
Montana’s Otter Creek Valley — and it turns out China wants it. 

The proposal to mine 
that coal, build the 
Tongue River Railroad 
to transport it to the 
area’s existing railroad, 
send it first to the West 
Coast and then ship it on 
to China, forms the basis 
of Matthew S. Frank’s 
“Orient Express: Will 
Montana Become a Coal 
Colony?” 

“Orient Express” and 
four other stories by 
Frank, grouped under the 
heading “Environmental 

Reporting in Montana” for the Missoula Independent and High 
Country News, won the Society of Environmental Journalists top 
2012 award for outstanding beat reporting, small market division.

The SEJ judges’ statement said Frank’s work was “amazing long-
form journalism, demonstrating a keen ability to weave together a 
complicated narrative spanning multiple characters and scenes. 

“The stories don’t just paint scenes for the sake of the painting 
— they’re illustrative, informative and impressive,” the judges’ 
statement continued.

Frank, who joined the Independent three years ago, is associate 
editor and senior staff writer covering “random political and 
scientific stuff,” he said, “but with a focus on the environment.”

When Frank got an opportunity last year to go to China through 

(Continued from page 24)

continued on page 28
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a University of Montana environmental exchange program funded 
by the State Department, he leapt at the chance. 

“I learned about global demand for coal there,” Frank said. “And 
China has a huge appetite for coal.”

Back in Montana, Frank did extensive research on coal reserves 
and coal mining, and interviewed ranchers to see how the 
proposed coal-carrying railroad would affect their lands along the 
Tongue River. In addition to cutting some of those lands in half, 
Frank discovered that mining the coal could result in “about 2.5 
billion tons of carbon dioxide emissions over the life of the mine,” 
according to the story.

He also talked to people in China. Even with language barriers 
and the “difficulty in getting a straight answer,” Frank said “the trip 
made the story a whole lot richer.”

Frank said the delays associated with a project of this magnitude 
don’t seem to exist in China. 

“We were told in China that the government can basically do 
things at the drop of a hat” he said. “If they just decide to clean 
something up, they can do it practically overnight, whereas in the 
U.S. it can get really complicated.” 

Robert Meyerowitz, Missoula Independent editor, said Frank’s 
visit to China “gave ‘The Orient Express’ a kind of sweep we 
wouldn’t normally be able to get as a small western weekly.”

“Above the Law,” another of Frank’s SEJ Award-winning stories, 

details an issue that smacked of intrigue and suspense from the 
moment a mysterious envelope landed at the Missoula Independent 
offices.

“You see this in movies all the time,” Meyerowitz said, “but rarely 
in real life. An anonymous envelope comes in the mail containing 
documents that weren’t being made available to the public – things 
that were being swept under the rug.”

Those documents, Frank said, “implicated officials in nearby 
Lake County who were involved in an illegal poaching club.” 

Frank set out to verify the documents, and soon discovered that 
every layer he pulled away led to a deeper layer not just of illegal 
poaching, but also of alleged police misconduct, cover-ups and even 
the mishandling of a death in a boating accident in which a sheriff ’s 
deputy was directly involved.

He also found that a Lake County Sheriff ’s Deputy, who has 
been accused of putting at least one of his men in harm’s way during 
a standoff situation, had lied about his military combat experience – 
one of the reasons he got the Lake Country Special Response Team 
command job to begin with.

After the story came out, Frank said, “some of the good cops in 
Lake County filed a lawsuit against the bad cops,” alleging retaliation 
against the officers who had tried to expose the wrongdoing.

Frank, who will moderate a Friday panel on privatization of water 
at the SEJ Conference, said the Independent’s weekly format is ideal 

(Continued from page 26)

continued on page 30
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for his long-form stories, some of which can run 4,000 – 5,000 words. 
“It’s hard to unpack these things with a daily deadline,” he said.

While the Montana Public Safety Officer Standards and 
Training Council and the Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks 
Service continue to investigate the alleged police wrongdoings  in 
Lake County — hampered by interference from the sheriff and a 
county attorney “who don’t want an outside investigator,” Frank 
said, the fallout from “Above the Law” continues to generate new 
stories all the time.

That story in particular, Meyerowitz said, “is the gift that keeps 
on giving.”

OUTSTANDING FEATURE STORY
Meera Subramanian became obsessed with raptors when she was 

growing up in rural Oregon. She started with falcons and worked 
her way up; by the time she finished grad school at New York 
University, she had started transferring that obsession onto a bird 
population halfway around the world.

Subramanian’s story, “India’s Vanishing Vultures,” about the 
disappearance of the huge, ugly, carrion-eating, critically important 
vultures on the Indian subcontinent, picked up first place in the 
outstanding feature category for the 2012 Society of Environmental 
Journalists Awards.

Published in the Virginia Quarterly Review, the story describes 

the abrupt loss of most of India’s vultures, which have filled a critical 
role in the country’s health and culture for centuries — acting as 
undertaker, trash collector and disease prevention specialist for 
a nation that has successfully relied on the bird to dispose of its 
dead — both animal carcasses and even in some parts of Mumbai, 
human remains.

But in the last 
30 years, white-
backed vultures, 
once thought to 
number around 
30 million in 
South Asia, have 
declined to an 
estimated 11,000. 

Subramanian 
had earlier 
interviewed a 
Kenyan raptor 
biologist in New 
York, where she 
said she started 

following the story of India’s vultures “before [the experts] figured 
out what was happening” to decimate the bird population.

Noting that the Peregrine falcon was now thriving because of 
changes in human behavior and government 
intervention, primarily in the banning of 
DDT, Subramanian hoped a change in 
attitude could save India’s vultures as well.  

“Falconers all over the world are the ones 
who worked to ensure the Peregrine would 
survive,” Subramanian said. “Peregrines are a 
really sexy bird.”

The vulture, not so much.
Its head looks like a plucked turkey’s. It 

vomits when it feels under attack. It eats 
flesh, even diseased flesh, and it seems to lack 
grace and poise. It has a good sense of sharing, 
though: one vulture alighting on a carcass 
“will be joined by 50 or even a hundred birds,” 
Subramanian said, to strip the flesh away.

Donovan Webster, editor of the VQR, said 
Subramanian did “a lot of great reporting 
and followed her instincts.” Noting the non-
glamorous subject matter, Webster added that   
the vulture story was “the opposite of celebrity 
journalism.”

The SEJ judges’ statement said 
Subramanian’s story was “extremely well 
researched, compellingly written and showed 
how the impact of the decline of these 
uncharismatic birds is dramatically affecting 
the health and environment of this South 
Asian nation.”

(Continued from page 28)

continued on page 32
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Even when scientists discovered the reason for the 
disastrous decline in vulture numbers — a painkiller 
designed for humans and administered by farmers 
to their livestock —Subramanian said not enough 
was being done to solve the problem. 

“It took two years to ban the drug for 
veterinary use,” she said. “But it’s a human 
drug and it’s still around.”

Fortunately, things could be looking up 
for vulture populations in India. 

“A nice part of the story is that once 
people found out what the problem was, 
there was a unified effort to deal with it,” 
Subramanian said. “The UK and Germany 
developed a vulture-safe painkiller, and the 
manufacturer lifted patent restrictions to make it 
available [generically] right away.”

For a time, Subramanian wasn’t sure her story would 
even get published. 

After a trip to India “for some family stuff,” 
Subramanian, whose father grew up there, said she 
talked to the then-editor at VQR and “got a verbal 
OK that they would fund the story.” 

“They stepped up with money for the trip and sent a 
photographer, Ami Vitale,” she said.

But after the story had been filed, tragedy struck the 
magazine. Allegations of workplace bullying and the suicide 

of its managing editor led to the shutdown of the VQR 
for about a year to recover and reorganize; finally, 

when the publication was reborn, the vulture story 
was resurrected along with it. 

Subramanian said she’s been “overwhelmed and 
heartened to think people are interested” in the 
vultures.

“I’m drawn to write about things I can’t let 
go of,” she said. “I’m fascinated by these birds, 
but I don’t necessarily expect other people to 
feel the same.”

Subramanian, who in mid-September 
was awarded an SEJ grant from the Fund 
for Environmental Journalism to expand her 
writing about India into a book, said she has 
“written several smaller stories about these 
vultures” and expects to keep writing about 
them. “With birds of prey, “she said, “One 

story always leads to another.”

(Continued from page 30)

continued on page 34
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(Continued from page 32)

RACHEL CARSON ENVIRONMENT BOOK AWARD
One by one we’ve been killing off our neighbors, and Joe Roman 

is trying to stop us.
Roman, whose “Listed: Dispatches from America’s Endangered 

Species Act” (Harvard University Press, 2011) won the 2012 Society 
of Environmental Journalists’ Rachel Carson Environment Book 
Award, said in an email interview, “I am convinced that human-
caused extinctions — and just about all extinctions are caused by 
people these days — should be as unacceptable as slavery, the Iron 

Curtain, or child labor.”
A science and nature 

writer, Roman is also a 
conservation biologist at 
the Rubenstein School 
of Environment at the 
University of Vermont 
and a Fellow at UVM’s 
Gund Institute for 
Ecological Economics; 
he also heads an on-
line forum called 
EattheInvaders.org.

Roman said he’s 
been interested in 
endangered species 
since childhood, “at first 
trying to conjure extinct 
animals into my yard, 

and later to convince local officials to restore lost species, such as 
bears and wolves, to our tiny state parks on Long Island.

“That was before I understood ecology,” he said. “As I began 
to understand that extinction may be human’s long-lasting legacy, 
persisting for a million years or more, I saw the need for a book that 
explores our efforts to protect wild species.” 

To be considered endangered, a species must meet one of 
five criteria: its habitat must be threatened with destruction or 
curtailment; it must be over-utilized for commercial, recreational 
or educational purposes; its numbers must be declining because 
of disease or predation; there must be inadequate regulatory 
mechanisms to protect it; or there must be other natural or manmade 
factors affecting its survival.

“Few pieces of American legislation are more important to 
environmental protection than the Endangered Species Act — and 
few are more widely maligned and misunderstood,” the SEJ judges’ 
statement said. 

“In ‘Listed,’ Joe Roman provides the expected overview of the 
ESA and its many impacts, as well as detailed, engaging portraits 
of specific endangered species and the people working to save them. 
Roman shows persuasively that protecting endangered species and 
their habitats can be a win for communities and economies, as 
well as for nature, and in so doing, suggests a path towards greater 
protection for all species, not just those that make the list.”

Roman feels people generally want to do the right things 

when it comes 
to endangered 
wildlife. “Most 
Americans sup-
port the En-
dangered Species 
Act and are 
convinced that 
extinction should 
not be allowed 
to occur on our 
watch,” he said. 

For those who 
feel economics 
and human well-
being are more 
important than 
biodiversity and 
wildlife, Roman 
points out that 
saving our sur-
roundings means saving ourselves. “There is lots of evidence to 
show that a healthy planet, with intact forests, wetlands, and oceans, 
benefits all of us everyday,” he said.

“These wild areas provide freshwater, regulate disease, reduce the 
impacts of storms.  We hear so much about how much it costs to 
protect an owl or a butterfly, but their habitats are our habitats.”

The author said one of his biggest challenges in creating the book 
was figuring out which species to write about. “The Endangered 
Species Act is such a sweeping law, now protecting more than two 
thousand species, each with its own story, its own history,” he said.

He noted that the ESA is “a very American achievement. As I 
traveled around the US, I began to feel that a law protecting all animals 
and plants, all of nature, was as revolutionary, and as American, as the 
Declaration of Independence or the Gettysburg Address.”

Following the banning of the pesticide DDT in 1972, President 
Richard Nixon asked Congress to establish legislation to protect 
endangered species; Congress responded with the Endangered 
Species Act of 1973. Two federal agencies, the United States Fish 
and Wildlife Service and the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration, oversee the ESA.

But according to the Washington Post, internal documents 
suggest that beginning in 2001, the Bush Administration erected 
“pervasive bureaucratic obstacles” to limit the number of species 
protected.

“Given the ongoing attacks on the Endangered Species Act, it is 
important to show that the act works,” Roman said. “Extinction in 
the United States has been slowed, if not stopped, since the law was 
passed in 1973.  

“’Listed’ was my effort to encourage people to support efforts to 
protect wildlife,” Roman said, “and to show that we all have skin in 
this game: biodiversity supports local economies and is essential to 
human health and well-being.”

Roman will speak at the Saturday session, “Book Writing in the 
New Media Landscape” at the SEJ Conference. 

SEJ AWARDS FOR REPORTING ON THE ENVIRONMENT
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Judges for the Society of Environmental Journalists 
11th Annual Awards for Reporting on the Environment 
selected 19 first-, second- and third-place winners and 
two honorable mentions from 224 entries. 

The winning entries showcase a variety of 
environmental reporting in print, television, radio and 
the Internet.

KEVIN CARMODY AWARD FOR 
OUTSTANDING IN-DEPTH REPORTING, 
LARGE MARKET
First Place
“Disappearing River”, Radio Free Asia
 Ma Man Keung, Mandy Lee, Bi Zimu, Shiny Li
Second Place
“Elwha: The Grand Experiment”, The Seattle Times
 Lynda Mapes, Steve Ringman, Genevieve Alvarez
Third Place
“Aging Nukes”, Associated Press
 Jeff Donn

KEVIN CARMODY AWARD FOR 
OUTSTANDING IN-DEPTH 
REPORTING, SMALL MARKET
First Place
Recipient has declined this award.
Second Place
“Niobrara Oil Play”
Wyoming Tribune Eagle
 Shauna Stephenson
Third Place
“Downwind: Big Ag at Your Door”
100 Reporters, 100R.org
 Clare Howard

OUTSTANDING PHOTOGRAPHY
First Place
“Flavor of Danger”, Gastronomica 
 Jerry Redfern
Second Place
“Japan’s Nuclear Refugees”, National Geographic 
 David Guttenfelder
Third Place
“Food Ark”, National Geographic 
 Jim Richardson

OUTSTANDING BEAT REPORTING, 
LARGE MARKET
First Place
“Chicago Beat Reporting Exclusives” 
Chicago Tribune
 Michael Hawthorne
Second Place
“International Environmental Feature Reporting”
The New York Times
 Elisabeth Rosenthal
Third Place
“Covering the Shale Drilling Boom”
Greenwire and nytimes.com
 Mike Soraghan

OUTSTANDING BEAT REPORTING, 
SMALL MARKET
First Place
“Environmental Reporting in Montana”
Missoula Independent and High Country News
 Matthew S. Frank
Second Place
“WVTF Environment Coverage — 2011”
WVTF-Radio IQ
 Sandra Hausman

Third Place
“Environmental Journalism Under Fire”
Columbia Journalism Review
 Curtis Brainard
OUTSTANDING FEATURE STORY
First Place
“India’s Vanishing Vultures”
Virginia Quarterly Review
 Meera Subramanian
Second Place 
“Rise”
Oregon Public Broadcasting  
(rebroadcast in other outlets)
 Claire Schoen
Third Place
“Closed-Source Crops”
Conservation
 Paul Salopek

RACHEL CARSON ENVIRONMENT BOOK 
AWARD 
First Place
“Listed: Dispatches from America’s Endangered 
Species Act”
 Joe Roman, Harvard University Press
Honorable Mention
“Once and Future Giants: What Ice Age Extinctions 
Tell Us About the Fate of Earth’s Largest Animals”
 Sharon Levy, Oxford University Press
Honorable Mention
“Kivalina: A Climate Change Story”
 Christine Shearer, Haymarket Books

SEJ AWARDS FOR REPORTING ON THE ENVIRONMENT
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Model of Success
By Elizabeth Jensen

W hile many news outlets are struggling to find resources 
to keep their environmental coverage robust, KQED, 
the San Francisco public media organization, has found 

a way to expand its reporting. 
An ability to follow viewers as they rapidly shift their viewing 

and listening habits seems to be key to KQED’s success; its unit 
dedicated to science and environmental reporting was started as a 
multimedia project from the beginning. Now KQED is working to 
export its model nationwide to other public media outlets under the 
“Quest” brand. 

In February 2007, KQED  —  which encompasses television, 
radio and online operations — created “Quest,” which covers the 
worlds of astronomy, biology, chemistry, engineering, geology, 
health, physics and climate and the environment in the San 
Francisco Bay area. Although not strictly journalism-focused, it 
also has a community engagement and educational mission. By year 
three, the “Quest” unit was the largest science and environmental 
reporting outfit in the region, due to staff reductions at the local 
newspapers, the San Francisco Chronicle and the San Jose Mercury 
News, said Sue Ellen McCann, Quest’s executive producer. 

This year, it became the largest science reporting unit in 
California, with 16 employees, as KQED merged “Quest” and the 
team of “Climate Watch,” another KQED multiplatform program. 

The programming 
includes a weekly half-
hour television show, 
weekly radio reports, 
a Web-only series 
“Science on the Spot,” 
a daily science blog 
written by scientists 
as well as “Quest” 
producers, rich Web-
only content and 
educational resources, 
including professional 
development for 
science educators. Two 
new Web video series 
are in the works. Key 
to the success is that 
managers are “platform agnostic” when creating the content, said 
Michael Isip, KQED vice president, television content. 

KQED has also employed the same model for a recent statewide 
project with Berkeley’s Center for Investigative Reporting, looking 
at the impact of climate change on California’s agricultural industry. 
Reports, contributed from numerous production units, appeared on 
all platforms over one week.

The multiplatform concept was “really radical” for KQED 
when it began, McCann said, as managers tried to break down the 

production silos and instead push reporters to start with a story idea 
and then figure out how best to tell the story. 

Consumers are rapidly shifting the location of where they find 
KQED’s material. “When we started, YouTube was just in its 
infancy, and social media was not a driving force. Now it’s our 
number one referrer,” said McCann. KQED’s television station 
originally brought in the largest audience; now more viewers watch 
on-line, but not even on KQED.org. Most viewers, McCann said, 
are seeing the work on other sites that have embedded the video.

As the competitive situation has changed, the reporting has 
changed with it. With other news organizations cutting back, 
“We’ve really shifted from just features to doing spot reporting and 
features pegged to the news even more than in past,” said McCann. 

Quest was started thanks to a KQED donor. Since then, it has 
relied on a variety of individual and foundation grants to keep it 
going. But in the last year, under KQED’s new chief executive officer 
and president, John Boland, the science unit has begun shifting to 
a partly operational budget to insulate it from the ups and downs of 
project funding. The total annual budget for KQED’s science unit 
is $1.8 million. 

Last year, KQED received a grant from the National Science 
Foundation for a pilot project to help train other public media 
outlets nationwide on how to implement their own cross-

platform science and 
environmental reporting 
projects. While several 
stations dropped out — 
mostly due to budget 
cutbacks which left them 
without personnel to 
support the project — 
five stations have stayed 
the course. Partner 
stations in what is called 
the QUEST Beyond 
Local initiative include 
NET in Nebraska, 
North Carolina’s UNC-
TV, Seattle’s KCTS, 
Cleveland’s WVIZ and 
Madison’s WPT. 

The partners also contribute content that all the stations can 
share. A joint six-part television series under the umbrella title “The 
Science of Sustainability” is in the works; it will examine climate, 
water, food and energy issues through the lens of local issues relevant 
to each community, and each station can package the material as it 
sees fit, McCann said. 

KQED and the five collaborating stations were awarded a $2.5 
million grant from the NSF in late September to continue the 
initiative. 
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Times-Picayune 
Slows the Presses
By Allison J. Waldman and Jarre Fees

W hen Advance Publications announced last May that 
it had decided to cut back print editions at the New 
Orleans Times-Picayune from seven days a week to 

three, it made News Orleans the largest city in the country without 
a daily newspaper and sent a shock wave through the industry. 

The Times-Picayune has been in 
print since 1837 and printed daily 
through the Civil War, the Great 
Depression and two World Wars, 
boasting writers like William Faulkner 
and O. Henry along the way.  

But the economic impact of 
Hurricane Katrina in 2005 has altered 
New Orleans forever, and with it the 
Times-Picayune. After struggling for 
several years, the paper pink-slipped 
200 employees earlier this year, 
including nearly half of editor Jim 
Amoss’ newsroom staff. 

Mark Schleifstein, an award-
winning environmental reporter for 
the paper, remains on staff and said he 
has been assured that environmental 
stories will still be his prime focus, 
but notes, “It’s really too early to tell 
exactly how things are going to fall out. 
We’ve had a significant reduction in 
total staff for our editorial side, but at 
the same time there have been some rehires and some increases in 
staff for our online version.”

In addition to Hurricane Katrina, other environmental disasters 
have hit the area hard, most notably 2010’s Deepwater Horizon oil 
rig explosion. 

With the downsizing at the Times-Picayune, who will pick up 
the slack in environmental coverage in an area that 
seems to attract more than its share of environmental 
disasters?

Investigative reporter David Hammer, who won a 
Society of Environmental Journalists award in 2011 
for his coverage of the BP oil spill while at the Times-
Picayune — he was filling in for Schleifstein, who was 
tied up elsewhere at the time — landed on his feet 
at local television station WWL-TV, owned by Belo.

“The three investigative reporters at WWL-TV 
are all former print guys from the Times-Picayune,” 
Hammer said. “Two of us came over after the 

[downsizing] and one’s been here for six years.”
Hammer said WWL-TV and other local outlets would continue 

the coverage started by the Times-Picayune.
“I do the same types of stories here that I did at the paper,” he said. 

“I ended up going out on the BP oil rig when I was there as part of 
my investigative beat, which was never 
really defined as environmental.”

Hammer, who did a recent story for 
WWL-TV about “where things stand 
with the BP oil settlement,” said “a lot 
of those claims are fishing claims, and 
a lot of them are going to be critical. 
That’s something I’m going to watch, 
and I know Mark [Schleifstein] is 
going to watch that too.”

In addition to WWL-TV’s ongoing 
investigative coverage in the area, the 
University of New Orleans and public 
radio station WWNO plan to launch 
a nonprofit multimedia news operation 
that will include an expanded 
partnership with the nonprofit news 
website “The Lens” to cover local 
issues, including flood protection.

But environmental coverage in the 
area is changing, Hammer said, and 
“that might not be a need for concern.

“We’re going to keep watching 
it [at WWL-TV],” he said. “And there’s WVUE-TV, our rival 
station. They’ve got anchor John Snell, who knows his stuff about 
environmental reporting.”

The Times-Picayune is “making some efforts to bring in new 
people,” Hammer said, “but they’ll be hiring some people who are 
new to the area, who lack institutional knowledge of New Orleans.

“But they’ve still got Mark. He’s a 
three-time Pulitzer Prize-winner 
and he’s still going in, working 
hard every day.”

David Hammer, Investigative Reporter, WWL-TV
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“But they’ve still got Mark,” he added. “He’s a three-time Pulitzer 
Prize winner and he’s still going in, working hard every day. They’ll 
be okay.”

Schleifstein is hopeful that the Times-Picayune’s environmental 
coverage will not erode over time. “Before Katrina, this newspaper 
could afford to put money into a project that might last a year 
or longer,” he said, “and you would be on just that project. After 

Katrina, we couldn’t afford to 
do that anymore.

“But I’ve been told that we 
are going to do investigative 
reporting. I’m assuming the 
time frame in which we do 
it will be truncated again, 
but we don’t know how 
much yet,” Schleifstein 
said.

Hammer said the 
future of environmental 
coverage in New 
Orleans “is a lot like 

what the future of news coverage is going to be in general — 
more fragmented than it was before. But that could be good 
in reaching more people,” he added. “More sources of news 
are providing more strong coverage.

“WWL-TV Channel 4 is really committed to its 
website,” Hammer said, which provides “detailed written 
stories — the same kind of written coverage they got from 

the Times-Picayune,” both for environmental and other coverage. 
New Orleans still has various news outlets with reporters who 

understand the issues, Hammer said. “They understand the natural 
resources and how the process works.

“It’s just different,” he said. “It takes some getting used to.” 
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isual images of the environment can be shared in various 
media, ranging from still photography in newspapers and 
magazines, to video reports on broadcast television or 

the Internet to documentary 
films.

When it comes to 
determining the best 
way to illustrate a story, 
photojournalists say a picture 
isn’t just worth a thousand 
words. Depending on the 
story, photos or videos may 
be worth more than words 
can say.

“It used to be that a 
journalist was a specialist in 
one thing, whether it was 
writing, still photography, 
audio, or video,” said Michael 
Kodas, author of “High 
Crimes: The Fate of 

Everest in an Age of Greed” and a former photojournalist 
with the Hartford Courant. 

“Now, the toolbox is big and fairly easy to understand. 
So the most important skill isn’t to develop your skill as a 
photographer or videographer, but to recognize whether a 
project requires good photos or videos, and then get them 
into your storytelling.”

Kodas said effective still photographs capture decisive 
moments, honing in on one particular moment that 
illustrates the story you’re trying to tell. For example, he 
cites a photo essay by W. Eugene Smith in Life magazine 
that showed the effects of mercury poisoning on residents 
of Minamata, Japan, which brought the pollution problem 
to the world’s attention.

“His photo of a Japanese woman bathing her deformed 
child is a good example of something a photo showed that 
words could not,” Kodas said. “A lot of emotional photos 
are about conveying scientific information on a human 
scale. They have a different emotional resonance than test 
data.”

Effective videos, on the other hand, show the passage of time, 
which can have a big impact in covering environmental issues.

Chad A. Stevens, assistant professor of visual communication at 
the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, helps to direct 
“Powering a Nation,” an award-winning multimedia student-run 
project that explores environmental and energy issues.

“Video is a strong storytelling component of the project, which 
concentrates on water issues this year,” Stevens said. “We have a 

radio lab, a video series, and traditional narrative text pieces. We 
never set out to do a video or multimedia. We let the stories decide 
the medium.”

He noted that online distribution allows journalists to create 
packages that can incorporate many forms of storytelling.

“Broadcast is fleeting,” he said. “Videos can go deeper online, 
which creates a lot of freedom. The advantage to broadcast stories, 
though, is the presence of broadcast media and its constant 
availability. Stories on the environment, energy and climate change 
are some of the biggest topics we can report on now. In a way, it 
doesn’t matter what medium it’s in as long as the story gets out.”

Stevens is working on a personal reporting project involving the 
coal mining industry that started as a still photography effort and 
has evolved over six years into a documentary called “A Thousand 
Little Cuts.”

“I’m focusing on a grandmother in West Virginia who’s fighting 
the coal industry on mountain top removal, and her campaign to 
build a wind farm on the top of the mountain instead,” Stevens 
explains. “With all projects, you have to have an idea of how to tell 
the story first, which determines the equipment you’ll need.”

Twenty-seven Nikon D200 digital single-lens reflex cameras have 
been deployed at 18 glaciers in Greenland, Iceland, the Nepalese 
Himalaya, Alaska and the Rocky Mountains of the United States 
to record changes in the ice every half hour, year-round in daylight, 
for photographer James Balog’s “Extreme Ice Survey,” a project 
designed to show one impact of global warming in a dramatically 
artistic way through time-lapse photography.

Founded in 2007, the project also supplements the time-lapse 

V

Worth a Thousand Words?
By Dinah Eng
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record with episodic repeat photography in the French and Swiss 
Alps, Canada, Iceland, and Bolivia.

“I didn’t become a photojournalist and then decide to cover the 
environment,” said Balog, who is also the author of “ICE: Portraits 
of Vanishing Glaciers,” (Rizzoli New York 2012) and the subject of 
a documentary, “Chasing Ice,” which premiered at the 
Sundance Film Festival in January. “This all grew out 
of a lifelong passion for nature when I was kid, working 
as a mountain guide, and being trained in geology.”

Balog, who has a graduate degree in geography 
and geomorphology, has been photographing the 
environment for 30 years, sharing images of subjects 
ranging from endangered wildlife to the American 
forest.

“One of the biggest issues of our era is the conflict 
between humans and nature,” Balog said. “Photography 
has a great ability to dismantle illusions. One of the 
long-standing assumptions of the human race is that we 
are incapable of permanently changing the biological, 
chemical, and physical properties of the Earth, and that 
assumption is wrong. Photography can play a profound 
role in revealing that change.”

Balog said each visual medium has its own strengths 
and weaknesses, with no form communicating the 
story in its entirety. He’s particularly excited about the medium of 
documentary filmmaking because a movie, he notes, can draw a 
different audience than those who read newspaper and magazine 
stories, or who watch broadcast reports.

“The funding for the Extreme Ice Survey project is up and 
down, but the results we’re documenting are so amazing that we’re 
committed to doing this indefinitely,” Balog said. “We’re dealing 
with geologic time here, but within this instant of geologic time, 
we’re seeing a decisive moment of historical change.

“There are a lot of journalists who have an interest in the 
environment, the rivers and mountains that make up the fabric of 
life on Earth. We need every voice to communicate the layers of 
change that are happening right now.” 
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SEJ Fund Fills the Gaps
By Allison J. Waldman

J ournalists looking to fund special projects now have an ally in 
the Society of Environmental Journalists.

 The Fund for Environmental Journalism garnered 42 
applications for its Summer 2012 cycle and distributed grants 
totaling $12,105 in mid-September.

Established in 2010, the FEJ offers grants of up to $3,500 to 
qualified journalists working independently or on staff at news 
organizations worldwide. 

According to Beth Parke, 

executive director of the 

Society of Environmental 

Journalists, “We’ve been 

very pleased to be able 

to provide support for 

winning projects that may 

not otherwise have moved 

ahead, or would have been 

diminished in some way 

without it.

“One of my own goals 

with this project, beyond 

helping to underwrite 

key costs of important journalism projects,” Parke said, “has been 

to help potential donors see that independent public service 

journalism offers tremendous value to society. I want to encourage 

philanthropists at all levels to support it, and to protect independent 

editorial decision making in that process.”

Photojournalist Jude Isabella received a grant of $900 from 

the FEJ program in 2010. That grant allowed her to accompany 
scientists studying salmon streams that have fed indigenous people 
for thousands of years, a project she would not have been able to 
complete without the FEJ grant.

“Because my book is about human and salmon life histories, 

going to this area with biologists was an amazing opportunity,” 

Isabella told the SEJ Journal in 2011. “It’s also the place where 

archaeologists have found some of the oldest evidence of Pacific 

salmon exploitation by humans on the West Coast.”   
Response from journalists for the grants has been strong, with 

many taking advantage of this new source of financing important 

projects that might otherwise not get a publisher’s green light. 

“We tend to reward stories and projects in multimedia that also 

have a strong dissemination plan,” said the SEJ’s Jeanne Scanlon, 

assistant to the executive 

director, who works 

closely with the Fund. 

 “We find the most 

exciting grants to be 

those promising to 

create, strengthen, or 

make use of the wide 

reach of an excellent 

journalism model,” she 

added, “particularly one 

that presents global 

environmental issues 

through a local lens.”

Grant applicants are 

instructed to use the funds for expenses of a project, but not for time 

spent on it. Monies go to project-related travel, training, research 

materials, database analysis, environmental testing, and other direct 

non-personnel costs.

Scanlon said that the panel choosing grant recipients for the SEJ 

program have been impressed with the response since day one. “We 

did not really have any expectations about who would apply; it’s 

been an experiment. 

Jane Braxton Little and Winifred Bird, 
Greenville, CA, and Nagano, Japan 
$3,500 for travel to the Ukraine and Fukushima to produce an article 
on approaches to managing forest contamination in the aftermath of 
nuclear disaster

Tara Lohan, San Francisco, CA
$730 for travel expenses to support a feature story and photographic 
essay showing the impact on rural communities of fresh water diversion 
to Las Vegas

Barbara Moran, Brookline, MA
$1,325 for travel and media-production expenses for articles examining 
the impact on environmental pollution and public health of industrial 
laundries in New England

Erica Peterson, Louisville, KY
$3,500 for air-testing expenses to support reporting for a radio series 
about industrial pollution in Louisville, Kentucky

Meera Subramanian, West Barnstable, MA
$3,050 for travel expenses to produce articles, and chapters for a book, 
about sustainable growth and development in India

Funding for the grants was provided by the Cornelius King Foundation 
and the Heinz Endowments, in addition to smaller gifts from SEJ 
members and friends.

Fund for Environmental Journalism 2012 Summer Grant Recipients

continued on page 44
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“The preponderance of applications is from freelancers who are 

regular contributors to a news publication that does not provide a 

travel budget,” she said. 

The future of the Fund for Environmental Journalism truly is in the 

hands of donors, Parke said. “We want it to continue, but we might 

need to consider opening up funding that relates to broad-topic areas 

of interest to donors who ordinarily think that way  — marine and 

coastal issues, energy issues, climate change, food systems, and so on. 

“But we’d really prefer to keep it open, with topic areas unrestricted, 

leaving story ideas completely at the editorial discretion of FEJ 

applicants,” she said.

There are a few fundraising hiccups. “As we’ve gotten our feet wet 

with this, we find that philanthropy, with some notable exceptions, 

does not generally recognize journalism as a cause worth supporting 

in the same way they might view animal welfare or ending 

homelessness,” Parke said. 

This year the SEJ has turned to new “crowdfunding” opportunities 

online.  There are various portals popping up across the Internet on 

sites like Kickstarter.com to make it easier for donors to spot good 

projects. 

Grants (continued from page 43)

Conference (continued from page 14)

The session grew out of two SEJ workshops in June and July, 
put on in conjunction with Michigan State University and funded 
by the National Science Foundation, said Beth Parke, SEJ’s 
executive director. Moderator Dave Poulson, associate director of 
MSU’s Knight Center for Environmental Journalism, will “get 
the scientists and journalists talking with social scientists who are 
studying the political culture” in an effort to understand why the 
facts aren’t getting across and whether the story needs to be told 
differently,  she said. 

“We’ve really gone beyond the point of debating the big picture 
on the science,” Loftis said, adding that “We need to really now 
examine how communication is made between the scientific 
community and the public, and the role the press plays. Are we 
cheerleaders, empty vessels, professional skeptics? What’s our role 
here? It’s one of the top issues journalists are facing today.” 

Coming in the middle of an election season, the schedule this 
year at press time was expected to feature fewer politicians than in 
the past. But Tommy Beaudreau, director of the Bureau of Ocean 
Energy Management, U.S. Department of the Interior, will be a 

speaker at a Friday lunch, and Saturday’s lunch plenary will be what 
Loftis called a lively examination of the environmental platforms of 
the presidential candidates and their parties.  

In recent years, the SEJ Conference has put a particular focus 
on helping attendees navigate the fast-changing work world for 
journalists, beefing up sessions for freelance writers whose ranks 
have increased as traditional media organizations have downsized. 

“We’re a community of colleagues who want to help each other,” 
Parke said. “We’re really making space for that this year in many 
places.”

So, in addition to bringing back its popular pitch slams in front 
of a panel of editors, SEJ this year for the first time has scheduled 
an entire day of sessions on Wednesday devoted to “The Craft and 
Commerce of Successful Freelancing,” where contributors and 
editors of the upcoming “The New Science Writers’ Handbook: 
Telling Important Stories in a Noisy Age” will cover business 
strategy, online marketing, and multimedia reporting, among other 
topics. 
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 One thing he didn’t mention was climate change, 
which, he said, “instantly makes it a political issue 
and some people tune out immediately.” He added 
that, having done many reports on climate change, 
“I am not minimizing climate change as an issue, 
but I think this is separate and apart.”

The Weather Channel is already counting on 
extreme weather likely being on viewers’ minds 
next year. It is the U.S. partner on an international 
coproduction with eight other nations, called 
“Tipping Points,” to air in October 2013 after 18 
months of production. In six hour-long episodes 
with an adventure feel, the series will follow host 
Bernice Notenboom, a polar explorer and climate 
journalist, and scientific experts as they travel to 
critical areas where the world’s climate system is 
changing, from the dwindling Amazon rainforest 
and the melting Himalayan ice cap glaciers to the shrinking ice 
sheet in Greenland, where local residents formed their first garden 

club ever.
 The channel is pitched dozens of ideas a 

week, Dingley said, many about the climate, 
“but if you do castor-oil television no one is 
going to watch it.” With this show, he said, 
viewers will see change as it is happening. 

The series will be the channel’s first in-
depth foray into issues of changing climate. 
No fingers will be pointed, however. 

“The purpose is not to suggest who is 
behind this, is it Mother Nature, is it a 
bigger force, is it mankind, is it some political 
affiliation,” Dingley said. “It’s just showing 
the locals there and then the impact. It’s not 
a scare show, either. We’re saying, look this 
is changing and here’s how people locally 
are adapting and how it will affect you. So if 

people are a little more aware they may be inspired to make changes. 
There’s no agenda other than, these are the issues.”  

Coverage Shifts with Climate (continued from page 5)

COVER STORY

np 56pg workr.qxp  10/9/2012  1:53 PM  Page 46



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.

info@satw.org facebook.com/satwofficial

(414) 359-1625 twitter.com/satw

12np0049.pdf         RunDate: 10/15/12                                                 Full Page     Color: 4/C

12np0049_08  9/26/12  12:07 PM  Page 1



48 | October 2012 | NewsPro 

ANNUAL SEJ SURVEY

about their job security” was a real surprise.
“This could mean so many things,” Brainard said in an email. 

“Is the industry shakeout tapering off? Have most of those who are 
going to lose or change jobs already lost and changed them?”

Brainard said he wasn’t sure there were reliable stats for layoffs 
in the industry, but added, “with disruption at the Times-Picayune 
in New Orleans this year [the paper laid off scores of staffers and 
will go from being a daily to appearing in print three days a week 
starting in October] it’s hard to believe that we’re out of the woods 
yet.” But Brainard also voiced a more positive note. “It could be that 

despite ongoing layoffs, journalists are tentatively beginning to view 
the future more optimistically.”

Twenty-nine percent of SEJ members consider themselves 
freelance, distributed through varied types of media, Parke said. 
Seventeen freelancers left comments in response to the question on 
work-related challenges, many of them noting the question simply 
“did not apply.”

Parke noted that in previous years freelancers generally identified 
with a news organization they worked with 
frequently.

“The truth is, we’re off in some ‘On 
Beyond Zebra!’ space we’ve never seen 
before,” Parke said, referring to the Dr. 
Seuss book that takes the reader beyond the 
ordinary alphabet. “With all the changes in 
the industry, we need a new language for 
tracking what we’re dealing with here.”

Asked how they would prioritize 
environmental stories over the next few years, 
87.1% of respondents listed “energy policy,” 
as very important, up from 29.8% in 2011.

Last year, 37.7% of respondents categorized 
“global climate change” as the most important environmental 
story over the next several years; this year 81.2% said it was very 
important. Fresh water, marine and coastal issues were also rated as 
very important by 70.2% of respondents.

“They are all of critical importance,” one respondent said, “but 
climate is the major one. The others must be integrated into climate 
coverage, as they are all interconnected. [It’s a] house of climate 
cards.”

NewsPro asked how reporters’ job requirements have changed 
over the past five years, and the answers indicated that working with 
new media seems to be old hat, with 73.7% saying their job required 

spending more time on social media, more than double last year’s 
27.2%.

Just over 64% of respondents said they have had to learn new 
reporting techniques, including multimedia and database, and 
34.7% said they had new duties beyond reporting — marketing, 
management, fundraising and the like.

“Anecdotally, it seems like we’ve turned a corner where digital 
media is concerned,” Brainard said. “After many years of grim 
conversations about the disruptive, if not destructive, impacts of 
the Internet, more journalists are talking about its potential to be 
constructive.

“More often than not these days, I hear 
discussions that revolve around new ventures 
rather than what’s been lost.”

News outlets are also requiring more 
proficiency in environmental issues; 41.5% of 
respondents said there has been an increased 
demand for sophisticated expertise on those 
issues over the past five years.

Asked what they think will determine 
the future of professionally produced 
environmental journalism, 89.1% of 
respondents said successful business models 

for serious public service journalism will be essential; 85.6% said 
access to sources, officials, data, field expertise and training. A 
majority of respondents said audience demand (78.8%) or decisions 
of gatekeepers (55.9%) would call the shots, with 77.8% saying all 
the choices were important.

“The media has to convince the public of the importance of the 
issues,” one respondent said, “which in turn will convince editors to 
commit more reporting resources.”

“Great journalists will always find the information no matter 
whether access is easy or difficult,” another respondent commented, 
“and if the ‘gatekeepers’ make decisions that threaten ecojournalism, 
we’ll start our own ventures. As for audience, we can’t be reactive 
to the public but must and will proactively bring them the news.”

And a telling comment from a third respondent: “The question 
is, will the infrastructure maintain the gatekeepers?”

NewsPro asked what environmental reporters felt the barriers are 
to reaching policy makers and the public with accurate, science-
based news; a whopping 90.2% said corporate interests and 
disinformation campaigns were the biggest barrier. 

(Continued from page 6)
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The perceived competition of environmental protection with a 
vibrant economy drew votes from 78.9% of respondents, with 68% 
citing a lack of perceived relevance or impact of national or global 
issues at the local level. Just over half the respondents (53%) felt 
there was discomfort about environmental threats.

Noting that ‘corporate interests and 
disinformation campaigns’ and ‘perceived 
competition of environmental protection 
with a vibrant economy’ were highly cited by 
respondents, Brainard said the two issues were 
almost the same thing, “in the sense that the 
former creates the latter.”

One respondent noted that dissemination 
of bad information can’t be laid exclusively at 
anyone’s doorstep. 

“Disinformation campaigns are not limited 
to corporate interests,” the respondent said. 
“Environmental advocates also engage in this, 
and it’s important for environmental journalists 
to be aware of disinformation for all players.”

“To a large extent, the fate of science-based 

news will be the fate of the industry,” Brainard said. “As the survey 
indicated, ‘lack of perceived relevance or impact of national or global 
issues at the local level’ is a major barrier in journalists’ minds.”

But “explaining the relevance of science-based environmental 
news is what journalists do,” he added. “They need more help and 

support in doing it, but it’s their challenge to 
face. It’s why they exist.”

Parke said she was excited to see the “level of 
passion and intense thinking” that people are 
bringing to this field, because “that’s a marker of 
where [the SEJ] is also.”

The NewsPro poll is not a scientific survey, 
Parke noted, but “a motivated, articulate group 
of people responding to professional demands 
and challenges.

“The value of this is that it’s an opportunity 
to discuss and hear back from people,” she said, 
“and to reflect a bit of light into a changing 
environment.”  

ANNUAL SEJ SURVEY

least in 2012. 
“Romney spoke of the need to keep energy jobs in 

America,” Brune said in the statement, “but he failed to 
mention that he opposes vehicle fuel efficiency standards 
that have resurrected the American auto industry and put 
thousands of American workers back on the job. 

“Despite paying lip service to renewables, Romney 
opposes the wind production tax credit and seems 
unconcerned about losing the 75,000 American jobs 
supported by the wind energy sector.” 

Connecting environmental issues to topics that are more a part 
of the national conversation is a trend that some environmental 
journalists and analysts see as a way to widen coverage of the 
environment. 

“Mainly, reporters should be encouraged to take a broad view 
of environmental coverage,” Knight Science Journalism Tracker’s 

Paul Raeburn said. “At issue here are not only stories on 
recycling or waste disposal, but stories on energy, housing, 
the auto industry, and many other topics, most of which 
have some relationship to U.S. environmental policy.” 

If environmental issues can’t regularly break into the 24-
hour news cycle, Brainard said going into public service 
journalism might be the better option for environmental 
journalists who want to get their stories published. 

“There are a lot of recent examples of successful 
public-service journalism that have caused some meaningful socio-
political-economic change,” he said. 

“Often this means a big series focused on environmental pollution. 
In the past year, investigations like USA Today’s ‘Ghost Factories’ 
and NPR’s ‘Poisoned Places’ have already prompted environmental 
officials at various levels of the government to address overlooked 
chemical contamination problems.” 

Unstable Environment (continued from page 10)
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Crowdfunding (continued from page 16)

Politics (continued from page 8)

said the hardest part was keeping the campaign visible through 
press releases and other outreach; he said he spent an hour or two 
five days a week over the month, “which, as a freelancer, if you’re 
counting the hours, that would have been a lot,” he said. 

Another drawback, he said, was that “I still had to rely a lot on 
friends and family and personal social networks” to raise the money; 
just one-third of his money came from outside donors, he said. 

Still, Phillips said he achieved his goal, which was to fund the 
trip that generated clips to advance his budding career. The trip, 
which he documented on his blog [http://ontheroadwithariphillips.
com/] and on Twitter (@re.ari) ended up costing about what he 
raised. And with the Kickstarter money under his belt, he was able 
to get a contract for four stories from Good magazine. “It gave me a 
legitimacy to have the Kickstarter page,” he said. While on the road 
he stumbled on another story about a development dispute in the 
Grand Canyon, which he sold to the New York Times’ Green blog. 

In addition to providing early development money for 

“Generation Food,” the Indiegogo campaign generated positive 
marketing; the filmmakers “also received some really great thematic 
questions to ponder from people who care passionately about this 
issue,” James wrote in Indiewire. 

Still, he wrote, advance publicity on documentaries in progress 
can be tricky, because of the potential to affect the subjects of his 
film, and he expects “we will likely go ‘more silent’ once we start 
filming in order to protect our subjects.”

“The filmmakers are using [crowdfunding] with a dual purpose; 
they’re using it to raise funds but they’re also using it as an early 
way to build their audience and get people invested in the project 
emotionally at an early stage,” said Tim Horsburgh, Kartemquin’s 
spokesman. For a documentary, he said, “that is really crucial.”

Of Kartemquin’s 14 films in progress, many have already done 
crowdfunding and all those that haven’t will likely attempt to raise 
at least 5 percent to 10 percent of their budgets that way, Horsburgh 
said. 

lens of the economy rather than distinctly as 
environmental issues. 

“I think climate change is re-emerging 
as a sleeper issue, perhaps for voters, though 
neither campaign seems eager to discuss it 
much,” said John Daley, reporter at Salt Lake 
City’s KSL-TV who specializes in political, 
environmental and investigative reporting. “I 
think the blistering drought, combined with 
the extreme weather we’ve been seeing, is 
driving a greater awareness of the issue back 
into the public consciousness.

“I also think the future of U.S. energy supply 
and renewables are also issues that will generate 
some attention, as will rising gas prices,” he 

added. “Another potential sleeper environmental 
issue is fracking and the negative impacts and 
questions about it.” 

Despite the context within which the 
respective campaigns frame their positions, 
environmental journalists should aim to keep 
the bigger picture in mind as they cover the 
issues.

“The environment is not just something we 
can afford to think about when we hike in the 
mountains or walk along the beach,” Thompson 
said.  “The environment is where we live. It is 
the air we breathe, the food we eat, the water we 
drink, the fuel that powers our lives and jobs.” 
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n January of 1966, I had a front-row seat view to what would 
become one of the biggest environmental stories of our time 
and I had no way of knowing it. I was aboard a converted 

old prop-driven bomber plane over the jungles of Vietnam for an 
exclusive look at what was being touted as the U.S. military’s new 
secret weapon, a weapon that had been loaded in metal drums into 
the plane’s hold to be sprayed over the dense tree canopy spread out 
before us. The idea was to defoliate the enemy’s jungle cover. The 
secret weapon was the toxic herbicide Agent Orange and the deadly 
history of what Agent Orange did to 
soldiers, civilians and the environment 
is a story with a tragic arc that now is 
all too well known.

I remember that at the time my 
head was full of skeptical questions 
of the kind reporters are trained to 
ask: was this new American military 
tactic working? How did it fit into 
the overall strategy for the war? 
Whatever the strategy, was it being 
fully backed in Washington? What 
was the cost of this conflict in terms 
of blood and money? I really didn’t 
stop to give much thought to what 
the environmental effects might be 
of this chemical soup being dispersed 
over large swaths of the Vietnamese 
countryside other than to ponder 
whether it might be a strategic game 
changer. Today, of course, even an 
inexperienced cub reporter would lead 
with that question, but at the time the entire field of environmental 
journalism was in its infancy, the purview of a specialized subset of 
reporter. Frankly, it wasn’t on my mental checklist or that of most 
of my peers.

Many people who study the history of environmental journalism 
note an important distinction between reporting on nature in general 
and the more systematic and often investigative considerations of 
man’s effects on the planet, its flora and fauna, and the health of 
our own species. To be sure, extolling the wonders of life on Earth 
is as old as the written word.  Poets and playwrights, novelists and 

travel writers, explorers and scientists have all evoked our planet’s 
environment. Sometimes the purpose is to educate, sometimes 
nature forms the basis of a plot device, and sometimes writers just 
want to marvel at the beauty and wonder of the bounties of Earth.

In the late 19th and on into the early 20th century, the growth 
of the conservation movement with champions like John Muir 
and Teddy Roosevelt explored the need for mankind to protect 
nature from our own excesses. And this impulse remains a strand 
of modern environmental journalism. The more complete birth of 

this field, however, didn’t come until 
the last 50 years, and many point to 
a particular work as the beginning: 
Rachel Carson’s seminal reporting in 
“Silent Spring,” about the dangers of 
pesticide use, particularly DDT. In 
the half century that has followed, 
the field of environmental journalism 
has grown tremendously. It has also 
fundamentally changed the world 
we live for the better. Many of the 
environmental policies and laws of 
nations around the globe were in 
response to investigative journalism. 
But there is a lot more work to be 
done and stories to uncover. At the 
same time, I worry that environmental 
journalism is in a new era of potential 
peril as it becomes buffeted by the 
pernicious forces of highly partisan 
politics from both ends of the political 
spectrum.  

In my current position as anchor and managing editor of a 
weekly news magazine program on the cable channel AXS TV, we 
do a lot of environmental reporting. One thing we preach to our 
young journalists is that any story of this nature must be rooted 
in the facts and realities of science. After all we are talking about 
the natural world. In the case of Agent Orange, for example, here 
was a chemical that had observable effects that one can study. 
Now science isn’t always exact and conclusions from such things as 
epidemiological studies often have gray areas. Yet we as journalists 
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do a lot of environmental reporting. One thing we preach to our 
young journalists is that any story of this nature must be rooted 
in the facts and realities of science. After all we are talking about 
the natural world. In the case of Agent Orange, for example, here 
was a chemical that had observable effects that one can study. 
Now science isn’t always exact and conclusions from such things as 
epidemiological studies often have gray areas. Yet we as journalists 
must start with considering what we know and what we don’t know. 
I have found that many reporters and documentary filmmakers who 
want to do stories on the environment come with an intense and 
understandable passion for the subject. That is both laudable and 
necessary. These are important issues that often are being actively 
hidden by the rich, powerful and well 
connected. Yet one must be careful not to 
enter a story with an agenda that can skew 
the resulting reporting.

Sometimes a particular conflict between 
man and nature or health is not as great as it 
seemed at the outset. A good example of this 
is the case of genetically modified organisms, 
or GMO. The prospects of moving genes 
around in a laboratory and then developing 
new products for our food system might 
seem to the lay person to be a scary proposition. And it doesn’t take 
much of an online search before you’re deluged with environmental 
journalism that reports with breathtaking rhetoric on the horrors 
of GMO. Yet there has been a lot of credible scientific research 
done on this subject and any fair reading of it undercuts a lot of this 
so-called journalism. Now this isn’t to say that this issue is solved. 
There needs to be journalistic diligence and skepticism. Yet it’s just 
as vital that we give our readership an accurate appraisal of the state 
of fields like this, that we approach it with the proper journalistic 
detachment. 

The case of global warming is the exact opposite. Here the vast 
majority of environmental journalism is on the side of scientific 

consensus. Yet where there was once political agreement in the 
United States on the reality of global warming and the need to 
address it, the issue has now become a political football. That 
has meant that journalists who are reporting responsibly on what 
is clearly one of the biggest environmental stories of all time are 
being challenged as biased. This is a very dangerous development 
that I fear speaks to a larger reality. Increasingly the environment 
has entered the divide of partisan politics and journalists are being 
caught in the crossfire even when they are true to the ideals of being 
honest brokers of information. 

When I think back to my trip aboard that Agent Orange flight 
and all that has changed in environmental journalism in the ensuing 

decades, what most heartens me is that if that 
had happened today I would have known 
to ask the questions. While some form of 
environmental journalism continues to be 
a specialized field, the broad sensibilities of 
the movement now pervade all of journalism. 
Everyone from those covering Wall Street 
to a small-town city hall, from foreign 
correspondents to even sports reporters have 
seen elements of environmental questions 
seep into their reporting. And the public 

rightfully demands it. Generations now have been raised in a time 
where the health of our planet is part of our national and global 
discussion. We face some very serious environmental challenges 
and that is why environmental reporting that adheres to the highest 
journalistic standards is more important than ever. Our health and 
the health of Earth itself depends on it. 

Dan Rather is President and CEO of “News and Guts, LLC” 
and anchor and managing editor of AXS TV’s Dan Rather Reports 
(Tuesdays, 8 p.m. ET on AXS TV). For more, visit Dan Rather’s 
websites (www.axs.tv/programs/danrather/ and www.danrather.
com), Dan Rather Reports on Facebook and Dan Rather Reports on 
Twitter. 
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Emerging technologies that are part of our energy future depend on copper, aluminum, steel, uranium, 
coal and other minerals that are the products of mining. 

A single wind turbine may contain 335 tons of steel made stronger with nickel and molybdenum, 4.7 
tons of copper, 3 tons of aluminum, 1,200 tons of reinforced concrete and 700 pounds of rare earths.  
More than 15 minerals are used to build solar panels.  And the scientists and engineers developing new 
ways to use coal and natural gas rely on the products of mining in the construction of advanced power 
plants.

Hybrid cars use more than 120 pounds of copper.  And every car that rolls off  the assembly line has a 
catalytic converter that depends on platinum group metals to clean the air.

Mined products are at the heart of the innovations that are making our air, land and water cleaner.  Learn 
more about how mining fuels 21st Century technologies at www.nma.org and www.mineralsmakelife.org.

This is where it all begins.
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