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As the Society of Environmental Journalists gathers in New Orleans for its 2014 conference 
themed “Risk and Resilience,” attendees — occasional Bourbon Street reveling aside — will 
be hard-pressed not to constantly think about the ravages wrought on the region over the past 
decade by Hurricane Katrina and the Deepwater Horizon oil spill. 

As the 10th anniversary of Katrina approaches in the summer of 2015, reporters and editors 
will be looking for ways to tell compelling stories in remembrance of the catastrophe. Intended 
as a tool to help generate those story ideas, our cover piece explores the recommendations of 
the experts who dealt with the storm’s aftermath, and yields an assortment of tactics that can 
be taken to create thoughtful, pertinent coverage.

Disaster reporting in itself is fraught with risk, and personal safety is ever central to the way 
reporters do their jobs. Whether it be hurricane, earthquake, wild� re, � ood, tornado or toxic 
chemical spill, it’s up to each individual to ensure they are prepared for the hazards they might 
encounter, as our story on page 23 concludes.

New tools — particularly the use of drones — hold the promise of helping reduce certain 
risks in covering disasters, but as our article exploring the technology frontier on page 31 
explains, government regulation, or lack thereof, is proving an serious impediment to the 
development of drone journalism.

Washington, D.C., has been posing a di� erent set of problems for the SEJ and other 
journalists’ organizations as well. In a bid to stop practices in federal agencies that obstruct 
important information from getting to the public, 38 journalism and open-government 
groups reached out to President Obama in a letter in July. And, more recently, the discovery 
of an Environmental Protection Agency policy that channels media requests for the agency’s 
independent scienti� c advisers through the EPA’s public relations department caused a 
resounding outcry. 

Di�  culty of access to government information is far from a new issue for journalists. But 
the revelation in our piece on page 22 is that they now seem more willing to do something 
about what they view as censorship, and do it loudly. Let’s call it resilience on their part.

  — Tom Gilbert, Editor 

NewsPro (ISSN 2151-1764), Volume 5, Issue 2, is published regularly at Crain Communications 
Inc., 685 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10017. Periodical postage pending at New York, NY, and 
additional mailing offi ces. POSTMASTER: send address changes to NewsPro, Circulation Dept., 
1155 Gratiot Ave., Detroit, MI 48207-2912.

NewsPro® is a registered trademark of Crain Communications Inc.
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COVER STORY

A plethora of story ideas will be considered in the coming 
months as media outlets begin to outline coverage plans for 
the 10th anniversary of Hurricane Katrina, but none will be 

more compelling than those suggested by experts who have dealt 
with the storm’s aftermath.

Katrina, one of the most destructive hurricanes in U.S. history, 
crossed southern Florida as a Category 1, then later hit land as a 
Category 3 with sustained winds of 100 mph to 140 mph in southeast 
Louisiana the morning of Aug. 29, 2005. 

Levee breaches resulted in massive  ooding, displacing hundreds 
of thousands of residents in Louisiana, Mississippi and Alabama and 
causing more than $125 billion in damage. More than 1,800 people 
died, hundreds of them in New Orleans, when the levee system 
failed.

“� e levee protection story will be a big one for the anniversary,” 
said Gerard Braud, who covered Katrina as a freelance reporter/
photographer for several news organizations, including � e 
Associated Press. 

Covering Recovery: 
10 Years After Katrina

Aftermath Experts Help Generate Story Ideas for the 
2015 Anniversary of the Devastating Hurricane
By Dinah Eng
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“� e U.S. [Army] Corps of Engineers has spent a boatload of 
money to build walls that allegedly will keep New Orleans protected 
from � oods in the future. But I wonder if there’s a false sense of 
security. I pointed out in a story 15 years before Katrina hit that a 
15-foot levee doesn’t keep back a 20-foot tidal wave.”

Braud, who is now a crisis communications expert, said the high 
cost of the National Flood Insurance Program, administered by the 
Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), is an issue that 
should also be covered.

“� en there’s the human denial story that could be done with 
psychologists,” he added. “� ere’s always an optimism that a storm 
won’t be as bad as people say. Understanding how long you’ll be out 
of your house, and knowing that what you leave behind might not be 
there when you get back is important.”

Training leaders to communicate more e� ectively during natural 

disasters is imperative, Braud said. In the aftermath of Katrina, 
government o�  cials were criticized for a lack of planning and 
leadership, and Lt. Gen. Russel L. Honoré, who commanded Joint 
Task Force Katrina, was hailed as the hero who saved New Orleans.

“Gen. Honoré was the right man at the right time,” Braud said. 
“He was the exact opposite of Mayor Ray Nagin. It was a joy to see 
a guy come in who truly understood the military approach of getting 
it done now.”

� e story of what Gen. Honoré is doing now is an interesting 
follow-up for Katrina’s 10th anniversary, as well. � e general, now 
retired, is building a Green Army coalition of various established 
groups to � ght pollution on numerous fronts.

“A year ago, residents of Bayou Corne, La., called me because a 
company named Texas Brine had created a sinkhole by mining a salt 

continued on page 8

NEW ORLEANS ON SEPT. 2, 2005 — FOUR DAYS AFTER 
HURRICANE KATRINA MADE LANDFALL
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deposit there,” Honoré said. “When they broke the side of the dome, 
it grew from the size of a tennis court to 30-acres, and everything 
above it is dead.” 

“� e company 
decided to pay current 
value of the homes to 
people, but the homes 
aren’t worth anything 
now. So we fought 
for replacement value. 
Now, almost weekly, 
people are asking me 
for help.”

� e Green Army 
includes groups like 
the Sierra Club and the Gulf Restoration Network, which come 
together to � ght various environmental issues in the state. 

For the Katrina anniversary, Honoré said the media should 
shine a spotlight on the need for a culture of preparedness among 
citizens, because when disaster strikes, government can’t take care 
of everything.

� e hardest-hit residents in natural disasters, he said, are the poor, 
who don’t have the means to evacuate before a storm, or the money 
to rebuild after one.

Since the poor are the ones who su� er the most, journalists 
might want to compare and contrast the way recovery e� orts were 

handled in the aftermath 
of Hurricane Katrina and 
Hurricane Sandy, said 
Monique Harden, co-
director of Advocates for 
Human Rights and an 
attorney in New Orleans. 

“� e No. 1 issue is 
neighborhood housing 
and rebuilding projects, 
which are layered with 
race,” Harden said. “Look 
at the demographics of 
neighborhoods and the 
contracting of work. If you 
don’t want a community 
to come back, you don’t 
rebuild, and you don’t hire 

people in the community to do the work.”
She said since national disasters are declared at the discretion of 

the President, and handled by state and local o�  cials, there are no set 
standards to ensure that those a� ected receive adequate help. 

“� e longer displacement lasts, the more likely you’ll see 
generational setbacks in economic terms,” Harden said. “Wherever 
people choose to land, there should be durable solutions, formed by 
their needs, to bring them stability.”

Whether those who stayed in New Orleans after Katrina are 

better or worse o�  than before the storm depends on who you talk to, 
said Allison Plyer, executive director of � e Data Center and author 
of the New Orleans Index series, written in collaboration with the 
Brookings Institution to analyze and track the region’s progress 
toward prosperity after Katrina.

� e local economy is doing well, she said, � rst because of Katrina 
rebuilding e� orts, and now due to an energy economy boom. More 
than $20 million worth of manufacturing is coming into the region, 
which is a major driver of an economy that’s withstood the recession, 
she noted.

“At the same time, in New Orleans, we have a tale of two cities,” she 
said. “� ere are the folks who are better o� , and those who are worse 
o�  now, based on whether they were lower income before. � ere’s a 
di� erent conversation about poverty, and who’s at fault now.”

Prior to Katrina, Plyer said, poverty and corrupt politicians were 
accepted as the status quo.

“After Katrina, people organized to reorganize the levee boards, 
and everything from schools to the criminal justice system was 
examined,” Plyer said. “New Orleans has taken on more reform 
simultaneously than any other modern city in the country.”

Mark Schleifstein, a Pulitzer Prize-winning environmental 

A NEW ORLEANS NEIGHBORHOOD INUNDATED WITH FLOOD WATERS. 
THE ROOF HAS THE MARK FROM AN URBAN SEARCH AND RESCUE TEAM 
TELLING AUTHORITIES THAT THE STRUCTURE HAS BEEN SEARCHED 
FOR PEOPLE.
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LT. GEN. RUSSEL L. HONORÉ

continued on page 10
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reporter with NOLA.com/� e Times Picayune and an SEJ board 
member, said many anniversary stories will focus on the wider 
implications of Katrina’s aftermath nationwide.

 What are cities doing to assess risk along coastlines?” Schleifstein 
said. “Is the risk assessment adequate?”

Schleifstein explains that a National Academy of Sciences study 
concluded that risk assessment post-Katrina is based on standards set 
by the National Flood Insurance Program, which may not be adequate.

“If you sit behind a levee, it has to protect against a 100-year storm, 
which has a 1 percent chance of occurring each year,” Schleifstein 
said. “� e study says you’ll need more protection from a 500-year 
level of risk, or 1,000-year level. � at has to be addressed by cities like 
New York, Miami, Houston and New Orleans. A catastrophic storm 
could still do signi� cant damage.”

He said Louisiana has embarked on the most aggressive coastal 
restoration program in the country, paid for with � nes coming out 
of the BP oil spill. He added there are anniversary stories to be 
done on everything from the ability of non-pro� ts to deal with 
disasters in the current economy, to whether governmental entities 
have the right to tell individuals what to do with their property 
after a disaster strikes.

What has happened 
in Louisiana is a prime 
example for global 
warming stories, in 
terms of sea level rise, 
he noted. 

“It’s going to be 
a problem for the 
whole United States 
as sea levels rise,” 
he said. “Here in 
Louisiana, we already 
have residents and 
businesses relocating 
from locations on 
the coast. Louisiana 
has one barrier island 
called Grand Isle, and 
estimates are that at 
the end of the century, it will be � ooded every other day. In this 
regard, Louisiana is the canary for the country.” 

Katrina continued from page 8

MONIQUE HARDEN

STORM SURGE AND HEAVY WINDS FROM HURRICANE KATRINA FORCED A BARGE TO BREECH THIS LEVEE IN THE LOWER NINTH WARD. THE BREACH 
CAUSED WIDESPREAD FLOODING MORE THAN 10 FEET HIGH, FORCING FAMILIES FROM THEIR HOMES.
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Hard at Work in the 
Big Easy
Interior Secretary Sally Jewell to Deliver Keynote 
Address at SEJ Conference
By Tom Gilbert

New Orleans, which within the past decade battled and survived 
Hurricane Katrina and the BP Deepwater Horizon oil spill, 
is the site for the Society of Environmental Journalists’ 

24th annual conference. And what better place for journalists to 
contemplate the event’s theme of “Risk and Resilience”? 

By hosting the Sept. 3 to Sept. 7 conference on his home turf, 
NOLA.com/Times Picayune Environment Reporter Mark 
Schleifstein, chairman of this year’s event, said he’s “excited about 
being able to present a unique view of the New Orleans area and 
the issues facing Louisiana to the rest of the nation and the world.”

“We’ve tried to be true to the [Risk and Resilience] theme in 
planning several of our full-day reporting tours,” Schleifstein said 
via e-mail, “with one looking at the reconstruction of the area’s 

hurricane risk reduction levee system and how other communities 
nationwide are dealing with similar events, another addressing how 
the oil industry has responded to the lessons learned from the spill 
and its aftermath, and others dealing with how responding to the 
environmental e� ects of the spill are being used to restore habitat 
and � sheries in Louisiana and elsewhere along the Gulf Coast.”

Aside from the tours, most of the agenda will take place at the 
conference headquarters, the Hilton New Orleans Riverside.

� e “Risk and Resilience” theme is laced throughout sessions at the 
four-day conference as well, Schleifstein noted. “We’ve also gathered 
experts on risk issues and on how to cover disasters to address our 
members in both plenary sessions, a series of panel discussions and in 
a full-day pre-conference reporting workshop,” he said.
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 With regard to the pre-conference workshop on Wednesday, 
Sept. 3, SEJ Executive Director Beth Parke noted, “Our members 
are always the ones in the forefront when these things happen, 
whether it be a tsunami or a hurricane or a tornado or a spill. We’ve 
got people who have covered the Fukushima aftermath, people who 
have covered chemical 
spills to talk about 
the toughest part of 
the job. It’s all about 
skills and protecting 
yourself when covering 
a disaster.” 

In addition to 
the customary SEJ 
Awards for Reporting 
on the Environment 
presentation, the 
opening-night dinner 
Wednesday evening 
will feature a Katrina 
retrospective, as 2015 
will mark the 10th 
anniversary of the 
ravaging storm, along 
with an address by Jim 
Amoss, editor-in-chief 

of NOLA.com/� e Times-Picayune, which, reporting from the 
front lines, won a Pulitzer Prize for its Katrina coverage. 

In addition, Geo�  Morrell, BP’s senior vice president of U.S. 
Communications and External A� airs, will give a progress report on 
the Gulf four years after the Deepwater Horizon oil spill. 

“� e evening will be a combination of a classic welcome and a 
celebration of the community and region that we’re in,” Parke said. 
“And there’s the serious note of what has happened there with 
Katrina and with BP being there [to detail] what has happened with 
the Gulf since the spill.” 

� ursday, Sept. 4, will mainly be devoted to the full-day tours, 
which will also include a boat ride to observe a Gulf of Mexico oil 
rig in action; a trip to a barrier island rebuilding project; a tour of 
New Orleans’ rebuilt levee system; and, among a number of other 
excursions, a visit to a nearly 30-acre sinkhole in the million-acre 
Atchafalaya river swamp.

Regarding the latter, Parke noted, “� e joke on that one is, ‘if the 
gators don’t get you, the sinkhole will,’” adding that the SEJ tours, 
by their very nature, have traditionally not o� ered the most pleasant 
of experiences. “When you think of a bus tour, you think of seeing 
beautiful, noteworthy things. Our tours are always like going into the 
sewer system or something.”  

On Friday, Sept. 5, Interior Secretary Sally Jewell, speaking 
at the conference for the second consecutive year (last year via 
videotape), will deliver the event’s keynote address, speaking about 

continued on page 14
SALLY JEWELL
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her department’s e� orts to address climate change, and how the 
agency’s stewardship of healthy lands, water and wildlife strengthens 
the nation’s economy. An an audience Q&A session will follow.

 It is worth noting that also for a second consecutive year, event 
organizers invited EPA administrator Gina McCarthy to address the 
group — to no avail.

While EPA Press Secretary Liz Purchia did not give a speci� c 
reason McCarthy could not attend this year, she told NewsPro, “� e 
administrator is unable to attend every conference she’s invited to, 
but we do have a number of EPA press o�  cers from around our 
regional o�  ces who will be participating in the conference so we can 
build stronger ties with SEJ reporters in New Orleans.” 

Parke � nds it “extraordinary that the Obama administration’s 
EPA has never made it a priority to address the premiere annual 
gathering of journalists who provide environmental news coverage 
to the nation, and in many cases, to the world.”

And conference director Jay Letto observed, “� e Obama 
administration is the � rst administration in SEJ’s 25-year history to 
not send a standing EPA administrator to SEJ’s annual meeting. � is 
includes three Bush administrations [George Herbert Walker Bush’s 
and both George W. Bush terms].” 

Friday’s and Saturday’s agendas o� er a mixed bag of sessions on 
a wide variety of environmental topics, among them FOIA issues, 

endangered species, pollution, drought, children’s environmental 
health and the ever-popular standby, making a living from freelancing. 

Saturday’s o� ering also include an assortment of mini-tours, 
including one to the NOLA.com/� e Times-
Picayune newsroom. And that evening will 
wrap up with festivities at the Rock ’n’ Bowl, a 
combination bowling alley/music club, where 
10 bowling lanes will be open and the New 
Orleans Nightcrawlers will o� er rhythm and 
blues music. After Sunday morning book and 
author sessions, members depart for home.

Parke said attendance in New Orleans this 
year promises to be on a par with the SEJ’s 
record-setting 2011 gathering in Miami, 
which drew close to 1,000 registered and 
drop-in guests.

“Putting together a conference this complex 
is the ultimate cat-herding task,” Schleifstein 
said. “We’ve had to deal with a wide variety 
of logistical challenges with our full-day and 
mini-tours, ranging from arranging boats to 
convincing industries to allow us to tour their 
facilities. And, of course, because we have 
scheduled our conference at the height of the 
hurricane season, we’re also keeping an eye on 
the weather.”

 � e conference chairman summed up his 
objective for the event thusly: “I’m hoping 
that we will provide reporters with the 
information they need to report on similar 
risk issues associated with hurricanes, oil or 
chemical spills and just about any other kind 
of disaster in their own back yards.” 

SEJ Conference continued from page 13
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The cover of the April issue of Harper’s Magazine featured 
Christopher Ketcham’s piece on the sustainability of the 
Colorado River as the Southwest grapples with increasing 

demands on its water supply. The report was one of several 
high-profi le projects completed with the help of the Fund for 
Environmental Journalism, a project of the Society of Environmental 
Journalists, which gives away grants of up to $3,500 to professional 
journalists or graduate students to “help underwrite environmental 
reporting projects and entrepreneurial ventures.” 

� e fund was created in 2010 at the behest of members, although 
non-members may also apply. As of this summer’s latest round 
of grant-making, it has given away about $103,000 to about 60 
projects — print, broadcast and online — mostly for travel expenses. 
Ketcham, for one, received $2,100 in fall 2012 to help with travel 
expenses for his story.

� e money can also be requested for expenses, including testing, 
document fees, website development and photography. No grants are 
given to directly � nance a reporter’s time.

While applicants can be newsroom sta� ers, 
the need is particularly apparent among the 
burgeoning army of freelancers working in the 
� eld, according to a report SEJ prepared for 

the Grantham Foundation, one of the funds’ 
major supporters, along with individuals.

A 2013 survey of SEJ members “revealed 
that by far the greatest barrier to producing 
important stories was the lack of access 
to a travel budget — ahead of access to 

Fund for Environmental 
Journalism: Bridging 
the Gap
SEJ Distributes Grants of up to $3,500 to Help Bring 
Worthy Projects to Completion
By Elizabeth Jensen

Each of the two 
grant-making 

cycles every year 
draws some 40 to 
50 applicants who 
compete for four 

to fi ve grants, said 
Jeanne Scanlon.
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o�  cials, scientists, 
locations, data, and 
documents,” the 
report said, adding 
that the funds 
allow independent 
journalists to keep 
their freelance 
fees as payments 
for their time and 
not spend them 
on hard costs of 
producing the 
work.

� at need is 
evident from the 
numbers: Each 
of the two grant-
making cycles 
every year draws 
some 40 to 50 
applicants who 
compete for four 
to � ve grants, said 

Jeanne Scanlon, development and programs associate at SEJ. Half of 
the applicants for the most recent round of grants, which closed July 15, 

were from outside the U.S., she said. 
Applications for the next round of grants, which can be found on 

SEJ’s website, are due Nov. 15. Future rounds depend on whether 
SEJ raises new money, which it must do every year to keep the fund 
going.

� e decision committee looks particularly for projects that are 
original and timely, as well as having the potential of great social 
impact, and with a well thought-out distribution plan, Scanlon 
said. � e committee also looks at whether a project has received 
other funds and the FEJ grant will make completion of the project 
possible, she said.

Topics covered by winning proposals have included hard rock 
mining in the Great Lakes region, the role of 4-H clubs in shaping 
modern agriculture, how Australia and New Zealand are grappling 
with the challenges presented by climate change and the spread of 
fracking to China. 

Jane Braxton Little and Winifred Bird received $3,500 from the 
fund for travel to the Ukraine and Fukushima, Japan; their resulting 
pieces on managing forest contamination in the aftermath of nuclear 
disasters won an SEJ award this year.

“None of the publications we were writing for had travel funds for 
us,” said Little. � e funding covered almost all of their expenses and 
“it got us to the places we needed to be,” she said. On-the-ground 
reporting was crucial, she added, not just because it allowed them to 
get photographs, but “it just gives you a sense of the place, which is 
so important when you’re talking about ecosystems.” 

CHRISTOPHER KETCHAM
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One of the highlights of the SEJ conference is the presentation 
of the annual Awards for Reporting on the Environment, 
recognizing the best work in print and on television, radio 

and the Internet.
Twenty-one winners in seven categories were selected this year 

from a 
 eld of 313 entries. First-place winners receive $500, a trophy 
and a certi
 cate. Second- and third-place winners receive a certi
 cate.

Winners will be honored Wednesday evening, Sept. 3, at a gala 
ceremony at the Hilton New Orleans Riverside Napoleon Ballroom 
in conjunction with SEJ’s 24th annual conference. 

Here we present a close-up look at the 
 rst-place entries. 

OUTSTANDING BEAT REPORTING, SMALL MARKET:
CHERYL HOGUE, CHEMICAL & ENGINEERING NEWS

Hogue has covered environmental policy for Chemical & 
Engineering News 
since 1999 and has 
been on the beat in 
Washington, D.C., 
since 1987. Her 
readers, she said, “are 
the people who invent 
the plastic, invent the 
products, and have 
to think about what 
happens to them 
when they go down 
the drain.” Some are 
trained to think about 
issues of sustainability, 
she said, and “some 
chemists just aren’t 
trained to look that 
far down the road.” 

Hogue’s approach 
to the beat is to cover 
stories on a national 
level that can have 
an impact “on a much smaller level.” Since her winning story about 
cities banning food and beverage containers made with plastic foam 

CHERYL HOGUE

SEJ Award Winners: 
Plastics, Radiation, 
Cancer — and a Pulitzer
21 Entries in 7 Categories are Recognized for 
Outstanding Environmental Reporting

By Elizabeth Jensen

SEJ AWARDS FOR REPORTING ON THE ENVIRONMENT

continued on page 20
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was published, many other municipalities have followed suit. Her 
early reporting on how micro-beads from personal care products are 
making their way into water systems is what “� rst caught the judges’ 
eyes,” SEJ said, adding that “her clear, direct writing pulls readers 
through what could otherwise be dense patches of information.” 

A senior correspondent when she wrote the stories, Hogue was 
promoted in June to the magazine’s assistant managing editor, 
government & policy.

OUTSTANDING FEATURE STORY: 
“A TALE OF TWO FORESTS: ADDRESSING 
POSTNUCLEAR RADIATION AT CHERNOBYL 
AND FUKUSHIMA” BY WINIFRED BIRD AND JANE 
BRAXTON LITTLE FOR ENVIRONMENTAL HEALTH 
PERSPECTIVES

Little and Bird were 
� rst paired in SEJ’s 
Mentor program, which 
Little coordinates. 
With a shared interest 
in Japan and forest 
ecosystems, they began 
brainstorming about 
possible post-Fukushima 
meltdown topics and 
realized the Chernobyl 
nuclear disaster 
should be (but wasn’t 
necessarily) the model 
for cleaning up. With 
Bird living in Japan at 
the time (she’s now in 
the San Francisco Bay 
Area) and Little in the 
northern Sierra Nevada, 
they communicated 
mostly by Skype and 
e-mail, co-writing 
three stories for several 
publications including 
Environmental Health 
Perspectives, in addition 
to individual pieces on 
the topic. 

“We were so 
incredibly compatible 
it surprised us both,” 
Little said. Ground 
rules included sharing 
all � les and interviews 
via DropBox. (Bird 
handled Japan and Little 

handled Chernobyl.) Dealing with translations was one of the bigger 
challenges, Little said. A grant from SEJ’s Fund for Environmental 
Journalism covered travel expenses. � e collaboration was “a 
wonderful experience for both of us. We realized that it was more 
than either one of us wanted to bite o�  alone,” Little said. 

RACHEL CARSON ENVIRONMENT BOOK AWARD: 
“TOMS RIVER: A STORY OF SCIENCE AND 
SALVATION,” BY DAN FAGIN

Of the 36 books 
entered this year, “none 
came close” to Fagin’s 
“for how it embodies 
Carson’s legacy of deeply 
insightful, science-based 
literary prose that helps 
readers better understand 
connections between 
public health and the 
environment,” SEJ’s judges 
wrote. Fagin, director of 
New York University’s 
Science, Health and 
Environmental Reporting 
Program, � rst reported 
on the New Jersey city 
and its childhood cancer 
cluster in the 1990s while 
a reporter at Newsday, 
and returned to the site when he wanted to write a book about 
epidemiology. 

� e book has brought new attention to cluster science, a complex, 
expensive and often avoided undertaking. “I’m happy the book 
has started the conversation again,” Fagin said, adding that he’s 
also happy “to be a small part of a very big global movement that’s 
concerned about the outsourcing of pollution. 

Among other awards, the book received the 2014 Pulitzer Prize 
for General Non� ction. But Fagin, a past president of SEJ, said SEJ’s 
is particularly meaningful “because SEJ is so important to me.”

His next book is about the Monarch butter� y, what he called a 
sentinel species “that will help us � gure out what is our relationship 
going to be with other living things in the anthropocene, in the 
age of man.” Saving the Monarch, he added, “is going to require 
rethinking some sort of classic ideas of what environmentalists are 
supposed to do.” 

OUTSTANDING BEAT REPORTING, LARGE MARKET: 
CURTIS S. MORGAN, MIAMI HERALD

Morgan’s coverage of vanishing butter� y species, the rami� cations 
of climate change and “sluggish bureaucracy” at the Army Corps of 
Engineers caught the judges’ attention for its colorful writing and 
clear explanations, and the strong play his stories got at the paper. 

continued from page 18
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Winners: SEJ 13th Annual Awards for Reporting on the Environment 
KEVIN CARMODY AWARD FOR 
OUTSTANDING IN-DEPTH 
REPORTING, LARGE MARKET
FIRST PLACE 
“Sea Change: The Pacifi c’s Perilous 

Turn” by Craig Allen Welch and 
Steve Ringman, for the Seattle 
Times

SECOND PLACE
“The Facts About GMO’s” by Amy 

Harmon, for The New York Times 
THIRD PLACE 
“Crude Solution: BP Oil Spill Health 

Concerns Investigation” by Jo 
Townsend and Michael Usher, for 
Nine Network Australia 

KEVIN CARMODY AWARD FOR 
OUTSTANDING IN-DEPTH 
REPORTING, SMALL MARKET
FIRST PLACE 
“Toxic Clout” by David Heath, 

Ronnie Greene and Jim Morris, for 
The Center for Public Integrity

SECOND PLACE
“The Tree Coroners” by Cally 

Carswell, for High Country News
THIRD PLACE
“Exhausted at School” by Olivia 

Henry and Kate Martin, for 
InvestigateWest

OUTSTANDING BEAT 
REPORTING, LARGE MARKET
FIRST PLACE 
South Florida Environmental 

Coverage by Curtis Morgan, for 
The Miami Herald 

SECOND PLACE 
Environmental Reporting in Asia by 

Coco Liu, for ClimateWire and 
Scientifi c American 

THIRD PLACE 
Beat Reporting in Maryland by Tim 

Wheeler, for The Baltimore Sun

OUTSTANDING BEAT 
REPORTING, SMALL MARKET
FIRST PLACE 
“Sayonara, Polystyrene” and Other 

Stories by Cheryl Hogue, for 
Chemical & Engineering News

SECOND PLACE
Stories of the Great Lakes’ People, 

Places and Creatures by Brian 
Thomas Bienkowski, for 
Environmental Health News

THIRD PLACE 
Water in the United States by Brett 

Walton, for Circle of Blue

OUTSTANDING FEATURE 
STORY
FIRST PLACE 
“A Tale of Two Forests: Addressing 

Postnuclear Radiation at Chernobyl 
and Fukushima” by Winifred 
Bird and Jane Braxton Little, for 
Environmental Health Perspectives

SECOND PLACE 
“The Damage Done” by Kelly 

B. Conde, for The Missoula 
Independent

THIRD PLACE 
“The New Flight of the Ibis” by 

Chelsea Wald, for Nautilus

OUTSTANDING 
ENVIRONMENTAL 
PHOTOJOURNALISM
FIRST PLACE 
“The Price of Precious” by Marcus 

Bleasdale, for National Geographic
SECOND PLACE 
“Environmental Photojournalism: 

The Competition Between Water, 
Food and Energy” by J. Carl Ganter, 
Matt Black and Brian Lehmann, for 
Circle of Blue

THIRD PLACE 
“Ice Bears on the Edge” by Jenny E. 

Ross, for Natural History 

RACHEL CARSON 
ENVIRONMENT BOOK AWARD
FIRST PLACE 
“Toms River: A Story of Science and 

Salvation” by Dan Fagin, published 
by Bantam Dell/Random House

HONORABLE MENTION 
“The Future Is Not What It Used to 

Be: Climate Change and Energy 
Scarcity” by Jorg Friedrichs, 
published by MIT Press

HONORABLE MENTION 
“The Devil and the Deep Blue 

Sea: An Investigation into the 
Scapegoating of Canada’s Grey 
Seal” by Linda Pannozzo, published 
by Fernwood Publishing
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When it comes to getting straight information from federal 
agencies, it’s going to take a village, journalists are fi nding.

On Aug. 12, the Society of Environmental Journalists, 
the Society of Professional Journalists and a long list of other 
journalism and science organizations protested a newly unmasked 
Environmental Protection Agency policy that directed the agency’s 
independent scienti� c advisers to channel media requests through 
the EPA’s public relations o  cials. 

It was the second time in weeks that a large coalition of journalism 
organizations had spoken jointly to protest administration policies 
that they said hurt the free � ow of information. In a July 8 letter, 38 

journalism and open-government groups asked President Obama to 
“stop practices in federal agencies that prevent important information 
from getting to the public.” 

SEJ on June 5 also publicly complained to the EPA about a 
telephone brie� ng for reporters on the Clean Power rule, which was 
conducted on a “background” basis, rather than on the record. 

While complaints about access to information are not new, for the 
past year, journalists and their organizations have been more willing 
to speak openly about what they see as increasing censorship on the 

part of government o  cials, said Kathryn Foxhall, a Washington, 
D.C.-based freelance reporter who covers health and medical issues, 
and has been outspoken about the issue, including helping lead the 
e� ort to draft the letter to the president. 

“I can see a tremendous di� erence,” Foxhall said, noting that “we 
were extremely pleased with the number of organizations that signed 
on” to the letter to President Obama. (Retroactive signatures pushed 
the total of signers to four dozen.) 

“� ere has been more discussion among journalism groups in 
general about the state of government communications,” said Tim 
Wheeler, who reports on the environment for � e Baltimore Sun 
and chairs SEJ’s Freedom of Information task force. SEJ, he said, in 
recent months has worked much more closely with SPJ in particular, 
and consulted on the letter to President Obama.

Foxhall said one of the tipping points pushing journalists to be 
more willing to speak out was the release of two polls in March that 
were conducted for SPJ by Dr. Carolyn S. Carlson, a communication 
professor at Kennesaw State University in Kennesaw, Ga., and a 
member of SPJ’s Freedom of Information committee, and Megan 
Roy, Carlson’s graduate research assistant. � e surveys looked at 
reporters’ perceptions of how much control government press o  cials 
were exerting over their attempts to gather information. 

� e surveys, she said, helped dispel reporters’ worries that their 
inabilities to get through the wall of press minders were a personal 
failing, “that if I were only better, if I only worked harder, I could get 
past this,” she said. � e polls demonstrated that “it’s happening to 
many reporters and it’s all kinds of entities, private and public, that 
have told their entire sta� s never to talk to us without going through 
public information o  cers,” and that there are multiple obstructions 
even after they do so, Foxhall said, adding that the surveys “turned it 

Getting It Straight
Journalists, Organizations Join Forces Against 
EPA and Other Federal Agencies Policies
By Elizabeth Jensen

continued on page 36

While complaints about access to information 
are not new, for the past year, journalists and 
their organizations have been more willing to 

speak openly about what they see as increasing 
censorship on the part of government offi cials, 

said Kathryn Foxhall.
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When a disaster hits — whether it be a hurricane, an 
earthquake, a wildfi re, a fl ood, a tornado or a catastrophe 
like an oil or toxic chemical spill, a train derailment or 

plane crash — journalists can never be too prepared for what 
conditions they might encounter in covering the story.

Despite the ominous predictions of the severity of Hurricane 
Katrina in 2005, local New Orleans media who have weathered 
many other storms could not have foreseen that their facilities would 
be � ooded and they would be operating without power and other 
basic necessities with which to do their jobs — and that traditional 
communications channels would be severed.

Many lessons were learned that are applicable to covering other 
cataclysmic events, resulting in disaster plans that are now in 

place at television and radio stations, newspapers and online news 
organizations.

“ ere wasn’t a plan on how to deal with it,” recalled Dave Walker, 
a reporter at  e Times-Picayune in New Orleans. “All of the 
infrastructure everyone counts on for daily stu�  goes away, including 
in New Orleans’ case, law and order, for awhile.”

Ordered to evacuate, Walker worked out of a home in Baton 
Rouge that had a working phone line and used Wi-Fi at local co� ee 
shops in order to � le stories to the newspaper’s website.

“One thing no one anticipates is how to continue doing your 
job while everything else is upside down,” he said. “A lot of people 
lost their homes, all their stu� , and how they kept working in that 

Playing It Safe While 
Covering a Disaster
Journalists Can Never Be Too Prepared When Faced With 
a Storm, a Quake or a Fire
By Hillary Atkin

continued on page 24
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situation, I’ll never know. We were out of our house for six months. 
All those people kept doing their jobs under the worst possible 
circumstances. It’s when the profession becomes more than a job.” 

Covering Katrina was the biggest story of his career for Travers 
Mackel, who heads the investigative unit at WDSU-TV in New 
Orleans. He was one of only a handful of journalists to ride out the 
storm in the Louisiana Superdome and provided live, � rst-hand 
reports as parts of its roof were ripped o� . Mackel was also on a 
police boat, bringing viewers the story of rescue attempts hours after 
the levees broke, leaving much of the city under water.

“You’re in wall-to-wall coverage, and viewers cannot get enough. 
Don’t think that anything is unimportant. � ere’s a story on every 
corner,” Mackel said. “One of the most important things is getting 
information from the right people. We’re only going to report things 
like evacuations and road closures from o�  cial sources.”

Mackel noted that if Twitter had existed during the time of 
Katrina, getting information from o�  cial sources would have been 
easier, as most law enforcement and government agencies now release 
updated information on their social media accounts.

As well, the dependence on live trucks for broadcast has been 
supplanted by laptops and tablets.

But despite advances in technology, some basics in news-gathering 
during chaotic conditions remain the same—with the overriding 

goal of staying safe. News organizations in disaster-prone areas like 
New Orleans may provide beds, food and water for their sta� s, but 
it’s still up to each individual to make sure they are prepared to work 

during adverse conditions. 
“� e most important thing is there’s no 

picture worth your life. You have to be careful 
of your personal safety and not put yourself in 
danger. You’re telling the story but you need 
to live to tell the story,” said Gary Brainard, 
a veteran Los Angeles TV news cameraman 
who has covered earthquakes, mudslides, oil 
spills, � res, riots and � oods during 40 years on 
the job — every major news event that has 
shaken the Southern California region.

“Generally when I cover a disaster, the most 
important thing is the action of what is going 
on,” he said. “Generally I’m there with the � rst 
responders and with the people being a� ected. 
� at’s the story we want to bring everyone.” 

“Since there are so many helicopters up 
there getting really dramatic video, I can focus 
on the people, the evacuees, the evacuation 
center,” he said. “Everyone has their own 
assignment, whether it’s in a chopper, 
at a command post, on a � re line or in a 
neighborhood about to evacuate.”

Brainard recommends all journalists have 
their own supplies for disaster situations 
always at the ready, including sturdy, 
comfortable shoes or boots. He carries three 
emergency bags in his vehicle, tailored for 
various situations he may encounter on the job.

One is what he calls his “go” bag, with a 

Safety continued from page 23

GARY BRAINARD

continued on page 36
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On June 17, 2014, The Los Angeles Times ran a front-page story 
by Hailey Branson-Potts linking fracking to an unprecedented 
number of earthquakes in Oklahoma, and soon followed up 

with another story on a Cornell University/University of Colorado 
report with supporting evidence. 

Reporting on hydraulic fracturing and horizontal drilling — 
and the environmental and health implications — has gone from 
the science page to the front page. A perfect storm of geo-political, 
environmental and economic issues, fracking makes for both 
compelling local and national stories. As the stories multiply, so does 
the need for journalists — particularly environmental journalists — 
to understand the science behind fracking and the complexities of 
this constantly evolving story. 

At the SEJ conference, on � ursday, Sept. 4, Climate Central 
senior science writer Bobby Magill and � e (Baton Rouge) Advocate 
sta�  writer Ricky � ompson will lead a four-hour tour to a drilling 
site in Amite County, Miss. Magill also recently led a webinar on the 

topic hosted by Poynter Institute’s 
News University and organized 
by SEJ.

“Reporters need a base 
knowledge on hydraulic fracturing, 
or fracking, including what the 
process involves, its role in oil and 
gas development and, historically 
and here and now, what’s 
changed,” said Carolyn Whetzel, 
correspondent for Bloomberg BNA 
and an SEJ board member. “Like a 
lot of environmental issues, there’s a 
steep learning curve with fracking.” 

Whetzel, along with SEJ SRI (Special Reporting Institute) 
Project Manager Dale Willman and the president of the SEJ board 

A Perfect Storm
Fracking Blends National/Local Geo-political and 
Environmental Issues
By Debra Kaufman

continued on page 26

BOBBY MAGILL
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of directors, Don Hopey, organized a three-day SRI seminar in 
Pittsburgh on shale gas and oil development.

A handful of journalists began covering the topic years ago. 
Dennis Web, a bureau reporter for the Grand Junction Sentinel in 
Colorado, whose focus is energy and natural resources industries, 
began reporting economic, environmental and health stories of the 
sandstone fracking boom 20 years ago. 

As an increasing number of journalists cover the � eld, Magill, who 
has been writing stories on fracking since 2005, encourages them 
to get out in their communities and ask questions. “It really isn’t 
quantum physics,” he said regarding the technology behind fracking. 
“But this story requires a lot of research to get right.” 

A wide variety of sources exist for investigating the issues, including 
the websites of state regulators and federal government agencies, 
including the Bureau of Land Management and the U.S. Geological 
Survey. “� e fun part is � ling FOIA requests, if that’s something you 
like doing,” said Magill. Other sites — such as FracFocus.org and 
FracTracker.org — o� er a wealth of readily available data. 

What’s made fracking achieve increased attention in recent years? 
Magill pointed to the 2010 HBO documentary “GasLand,” which 
focused on Halliburton’s fracking e� orts, and public health issues 
in western Colorado as sparking public interest in the topic. “� e 
biggest challenge used to be convincing editors that it was something 
that needed to be covered at all,” he said. “Now, all of a sudden, we’re 
talking about the U.S. being the world’s leading oil producer. � at’s a 
fundamental geo-political change.”

“While this seems to be a big global story, it’s also an intensely 

local story,” he added. “When I did a story in Fort Collins about 
where we get our gas from, the fact that 40 percent of it came from 
local oil� elds shocked me.” 

As the story has gained steam, the challenge has become navigating 
between passionate and diametrically opposed views. “When you’re 
covering fracking, the environmentalists will scold you for not using 
hyperbole to discuss the horrible impact,” Magill said. “But boosters 

and local governments and businesses criticize you just for asking 
questions about the impact. Everyone is going to see you as biased. 
You just have to do your job and ignore that as white noise.” 

“It’s di�  cult when you have friends and even family with such 
di� erent viewpoints,” agreed Web. “Obviously, try to � nd the facts 
but not take sides in the coverage. I feel there is still a role for 
reporting coming from an objective point of view.”

With a new focus on the geo-political aspect of fracking — how 
boosters believe it’s a path to energy independence — stories covering 

the environmental angle may 
� ght for attention. 

“Fracking itself isn’t an 
issue in every state,” Whetzel 
said. “But the current oil and 
gas boom does pose potential 
risks to the non-oil and gas 
states, because the products are 
transported by pipeline, rail, 
truck or ship to re� neries.”

Environmental journalists 
are poised to play an important 
role in asking the questions and 
searching out the experts to 
make local and national stories 
accessible to the general public. 
“What is known and unknown 
about the impact of fracking 
on the environment on public 
health?” Whetzel asked. “What 
are the economic issues?” 

� ose, and many more 
unanswered questions, will drive 
environmental coverage for the 
foreseeable future. 

Fracking continued from page 25

DRILL RIG AT THE FAYETTEVILLE SHALE GAS FORMATION, USED TO DRILL THE VERTICAL AND DIRECTIONAL 
WELLS PRIOR TO THE HYDRAULIC FRACTURING PROCESS.

“Like a lot of environmental issues, 

there’s a steep learning curve with 

fracking.” — Carolyn Whetzel
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Sometimes it’s diffi cult for environmental journalists to take 
a step back and look at the larger picture of how they cover 
certain stories and what impact their coverage may have.

� at’s why a study published this summer in the journal “Science 
Communication” may o� er some insights. 

It was undertaken in response to challenges faced regarding 
communicating about climate change, and examined how issues are 
presented to the public through the media, speci� cally on network 
news broadcasts.

� e study looked at coverage on NBC, ABC and CBS between 
2005 and 2011 — 460 broadcasts in total — with the goal of 
analyzing how media messages about climate change can encourage 
or inhibit public engagement and action.

More speci� cally, it examined how they had conveyed threat and 
e�  cacy information through the way climate change impacts and 
actions are framed, with e�  cacy de� ned as whether actions taken 
will be e� ective in reducing the threat.

Many experts believe e� ective action rests in large part in 
convincing the public to pressure politicians to take action. 

� e study found that 59.3% of the broadcasts mentioned impacts, 
while 59.1% mentioned actions to address climate change — but 
that in many cases they were discussed separately.

Only 39.8% that discussed actions also discussed impacts. Actions 

tended to focus on government actions (43%) rather than individual 
political actions (17%) and personal behavior change (11%), while 
11.6% discussed business or alternative energy innovation.

� e conclusion was that simply discussing climate change impacts 
and actions in the same story could help better convey the threat of 
climate change and what can be done to address it, triggering a more 

NETWORK NEWS BROADCASTS ABOUT CLIMATE CHANGE OVER TIME.

continued on page 34

Connecting the Dots 
Essential in Climate 
Change Coverage: Study
Research Shows Flaws in Network News Stories That 
Might Fail to Engage Viewers
By Hillary Atkin
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As a current documentary topic, the supply of stories touching 
on the environment seems endless. 

Films have probed the consequences of fracking and the 
history of chemicals in � ame-retardants. Showtime’s sweeping 
nine-part “Years of Living Dangerously” marshaled A-list talent, 
from Harrison Ford and Matt Damon to Olivia Munn, to report on 
people seeking solutions to climate change. 

� e genre continues unabated; here are a few of the projects 
coming in the months ahead.

On Nov. 7, the � lm “Virunga,” about the embattled park rangers 
struggling to protect the earth’s remaining 800 mountain gorillas 
living in Congo’s Virunga National Park, comes to Net� ix, which 
acquired exclusive streaming rights. � e � lm, which won several 
awards as it made the � lm festival rounds this past year, will also 
open theatrically in New York and Los Angeles on that date. First-
time � lmmaker Orlando von Einsiedel spent two years following the 
work of the park rangers. 

In December, HBO, working with � e American Museum of 
Natural History, will premiere two half-hour specials for children, 
under the title “Saving My Tomorrow.” � e project will then continue 
as a four-part monthly series beginning on Earth Day 2015. 

Director Amy Schatz described the programs as a “collage,” 
weaving together songs, short � lms featuring museum scientists, 
celebrity narrators and activist children from across the country, and 
thoughts from kids about the natural world. Topics tackled including 
saving sea turtles, polar bears and monarch butter� ies, deforestation 
and plastic pollution.

 “One of the things that’s really clear when you talk to kids is 
that they really care 
about what happens 
to the wildlife in their 
world,” said Schatz, 
adding, “� ey actually 
feel that they can make 
a di� erence. So it’s 
about making change, 
making a di� erence 
and doing something 
before it’s too late.”

Kids contributed 
their own songs to the 

project, as did celebrities including Ziggy Marley and the late Pete 
Seeger; Willie Nelson will debut an original song he wrote about 
greenhouse gases. 

In February, PBS will premiere the visually elaborate � ve-part 

series “Earth — A New Wild,” produced by National Geographic 
Television in association with Passion Planet, the television 
department of Passion Pictures (“One Day in September,” “Searching 
for Sugar Man”). Passion Planet producer David Allen previously 
worked on a number of PBS’s “Nature” � lms, including the award-
winning “My Life as a Turkey.” � e Nature Conservancy will be 

a promotion and outreach partner for the series, creating a digital 
companion site. 

Hosted by conservation scientist Dr. M. Sanjayan, each of the � ve 
episodes, titled “Home,” “Plains,” “Forests”, “Ocean” and “Water,” 
visits a habitat in which humans are engaging with their surroundings 
in a new way.

� e project “came out of a frustration with what I thought was 
the way we were portraying the natural world,” said Sanjayan, who 
is executive vice president and senior scientist for Conservation 
International and also was part of Showtime’s “Years of Living 
Dangerously.” Many past nature documentaries, he said, portrayed 
a “Sistine Chapel”-like detached view of our planet with something 
missing: Humans. “We weren’t a part of the picture,” he said. 

“Earth — A New Wild” traveled to 29 countries and � lmed for 
about two and a half years to show how humans are engaged with 
wildlife, from giant pandas to humpback whales and Arctic reindeer. 
For the � rst time, Sanjayan said, television cameras captured the 
release of a captive-born female panda into the wild. Other shots 
tried to capture the points of view of � sh and vultures.

� e show’s core message, he said, is that viewers will “see ourselves 
as once again a part of nature, and saving nature will really be about 
saving ourselves.” 

Rangers, Kids’ Stuff and 
a New View of Earth
Film Projects of Interest From Net ix, HBO and PBS
By Elizabeth Jensen

“SAVING MY TOMORROW” PART 2.

“SAVING MY TOMORROW” PART 1.
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Climate change now has its own radio series.
As part of its recent makeover, Yale Climate Connections, 

the online clearinghouse for climate-change information 
which was until late spring was known as the Yale Forum on 
Climate and Media, has just launched a � ve-day-a-week, 90-second 
radio series produced by the Yale Center for Environmental 
Communication.

YCC describes itself as an independent, nonpartisan, multimedia 
climate news and information service that provides original 
reporting, commentary and analysis on the issue of climate change. 
Its new radio endeavor, “Climate Connections” — with the stated 
mission “to help radio listeners understand how climate change is 
impacting our lives and what diverse people and organizations are 
doing to reduce the associated risks” — launched last month on 35 
public, community, university and alternative stations. � e goal, said 
YCC Editor Bud Ward, is to add 50 stations to the roster per quarter. 

� e radio pieces, developed from one- to two-page papers 
written by YCC’s stable of freelance writers and scripted for radio 
by a production team at ChavoBart Digital Media in Ithaca, N.Y., 
are hosted by YCEC Director Anthony Leiserowitz and feature 
soundbites from everyday people a� ected by climate change — from 
farmers a� ected by drought to skiers dealing with man-made snow 
where the real thing used to be the norm.

� e voices of real people are the “hallmark” of the entire Yale 
Forum makeover, of which the radio component is an extension, 
Ward said. 

“� e ‘Connections’ word is key,” Ward explained. “� e objective 
is to link climate change to individuals, and also to actions. Just 
because not much is happening for sure inside the Beltway, or even 
in international negotiations, that doesn’t mean there’s not a whole 
lot of constructive, imaginative activity going on around the country 
at the local or grassroots level.” 

In the past, the old Forum dealt with a professional audience — 
“basically people who are paid to be involved with climate change, 
whether they were climate scientists, educators, journalists or other 
communicators,” Ward said. “� e new approach is much more 
personal by presenting an engaged citizen as opposed to an expert.”

Ward pointed out that the engaged party doesn’t necessarily have 
to be an individual; it could even be a corporation or a county or local 
government. 

But be it struggling rancher or sprawling company, climate-change 

awareness is the common link of YCC’s subjects: “Basically, they feel 
they are beginning to experience the e� ects of a warmer climate and 
are taking steps to try to mitigate those risks,” Ward said.

As for his established audience, Ward is mindful of alienating 
them. “We’re going to face a challenge of keeping our professional 
audience to some extent,” he said. “We don’t want to walk away from 
them. We’ll continue to have original reporting for the professional 
in the � eld.”

He cautions that adding 
the voice of “the person 
on the street” is not an 
attempt to lighten up the 
subject matter. “We are not 
putting a ‘happy face’ on 
this issue  — that would be 
pretty hard to do. We are 
focusing on solutions.” 

While many 
environmental journalists 
have used Yale Climate 
Connections and its 
predecessor as a reporting 
resource, some are regular 
freelance contributors to the 
service as well — 10 to 12 
by Ward’s count. And while 
opportunities to jump on 

board are slim, they aren’t non-existent. 
“Right now we’re at full tilt with the existing [freelancers] group 

and with budget constraints,” he said. “But I’m always open to 
innovative pitches, particularly from knowledgeable, experienced 
journalists who have tilled these � elds.” 

One of Ward’s key concerns is the growing notion of futility, 
especially among those who agree that climate change is cause for 
worry. “Even people who are concerned about, or generally accept, 
the science of climate change are getting what’s called ‘climate 
fatigue,’ because they may think it’s too late, the issue’s too big or 
there’s nothing we can do about it — none of which is really true. � e 
scienti� c community will tell you it’s not too late to avoid the worst 
impacts. It is too late to avoid all impacts. � at’s the real message 
behind the series.” 

Yale Climate Connections’
New Approach Now 
Takes to the Airwaves
New Radio Series Links Climate Change and Real Life
By Tom Gilbert

BUD WARD
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Getting news from social media is now commonplace, but as 
professional journalists well know, the information you get 
can be far from accurate.

A recent study on the “Impact of Social Media on News” done 
by ING, a top-10 player in the European banking sector based in 
the Netherlands, revealed that a third of international journalists 
surveyed say social media posts are not reliable — yet half admit to 
using social media as their main source of information.

Sixty percent of journalists surveyed say they act di� erently on 
social media than in traditional media, sharing personal opinions 
more openly, with only 20 percent of those surveyed checking facts 
before publishing.

Harold Reusken, ING’s senior press o�  cer and specialist for social 
media and PR, said the study’s � ndings help ING to understand the 
impact of social media on its business, and to hone its social media 
and communications strategy. 

“Despite our strong focus on the Netherlands, the study gained 
media attention abroad, especially in the United States,” Reusken 
said. “Social media is always about transparency, about interactions, 
and especially about the dialogue between those who are involved. 
� e study results showed some interesting trends with regards to fact 
checking vs. crowd checking.”

While social media is often seen as a barometer of public opinion, 
journalists surveyed say they usually don’t check whether those 
opinions are based on fact. Forty-� ve percent polled said that to get 
the news out � rst, their practice was to “publish � rst and correct later.” 

ING’s survey also questioned public relations professionals, 52 
percent of whom say that since the arrival of social media, journalists 
seek contact less frequently to check facts for their stories. 

Study participants included 165 journalists, with 66 coming from 
the Netherlands, 42 from the United States and 57 from other 
European countries. Also participating were 186 PR professionals, 
including 100 from the Netherlands, 30 from the United States and 
50 from other countries. 

Reusken said ING will repeat the study next year with a larger 
pool of participants. 

With the speed of technology driving competition, there’s 
de� nitely more pressure to get stories out online as quickly as 
possible, said Frank Witsil, a Web editor for the Detroit Free Press’ 
business section.

“Social media allows you to be quicker and more transparent,” 
Witsil said. “� ere’s increasing pressure to be � rst, but no journalist 
ever wants to be wrong. Social media can also provide new ways to 
be accurate. With conversations online, you have more readers fact-
checking and commenting on what’s published. With social media, 

there are more entry points for di� erent points of view.”
While journalists have been using everything from Facebook to 

Twitter as a reporting tool to spot trends — and to interact with 
readers — Witsil said its impact on journalism’s bottom line is still 
to be determined.

“Social media has given almost everyone the ability and power 
to publish,” he said. “Journalists are less gatekeepers of information, 
but we have the ability to focus and amplify information. Using 
social media to create niche audiences holds great opportunities for 
newsrooms to make money.”

Social media has grown to become an essential part of journalism, 
said Almar Latour, executive editor at � e Wall Street Journal and 

Dow Jones, but information should 
always be fact-checked, regardless of 
its source.

“Clearly, there are new forms 
of expression and new platforms 
today, but objectivity, at its core, is 
adherence to facts, and thoroughly 
sourcing stories,” Latour said. “Here 
at � e Journal, if you use � ndings on 
social media as a source, you have to 
do due diligence before absorbing 
it into a story. We want to be right 
� rst, regardless of which platform 
we share information on. We also 
want to be � rst, but not at any cost.”

He noted that in an age with a lot of noise on the information 
highway, where the threshold for reaching anyone is low, reliable 
publications that stick to pursuing the facts and thorough reporting 
will stand out.

Many of � e Journal’s editors and reporters are active on Twitter, 
he noted, because “we want them to be in touch with their audiences, 
share the great reporting we do, and spotlight their expertise,” Latour 
said. “Our digital publications continue to develop, and you’ll be 
seeing some new products in the months to come.”

He added that � e Wall Street Journal was one of the � rst 
consumer-paid publications online, and in the last year, has moved 
from a great print product with a digital arm to a great digital 
newspaper with a print product.

Social media has clearly impacted the way news and information 
is reported, but whether that impact will be long lasting is another 
matter.

Duy Linh Tu, assistant professor of professional practice and 

The Facts — and Foibles — 
of Online Journalism
Slapdash Reporting Is All Too Common on the Web
By Dinah Eng

ALMAR LATOUR

continued on page 34
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Using drones as a tool for journalism intrigued Scott Pham, 
digital editor for Missouri public radio station KBIA. With 
grants and a collaboration with the University of Missouri 

School of Journalism and IT Program, The Drone Lab opened 
with the intent of “building and deploying small, semi-autonomous, 
unmanned fl ying vehicles … to be specifi cally used for news-
gathering and in the collection of photography, video and GPS data 
for use in rural reporting projects.”

 “� ere were lots of bumps in the road,” recalled Pham, who is now 
digital editor at NBC Bay Area (KNTV) in San Francisco. “A lot of 
work was done in engineering and education, but drones are a lot 
harder to � y than you think, and very easy to crash.”

� e � nal crash came in the form of a letter from the government. 
“� ere was no 2.0,” Pham said. “� e government informed us that 
we may be breaking certain rules. We inferred that a lawsuit could 
follow, which was made clear in subsequent phone calls.”

Drone journalism may be the latest new technology tool in news-
gathering, but it’s still in beta. “We weren’t trying to do the most 
amazing drone stories possible, but just show that it is possible to 
do,” Pham added. “I wish more people were creating standards for 

ethics and practices, but the 
government is slow in getting 
recommendations out.”

Journalism is awash in new 
technologies, starting a decade 
ago with websites and continuing 
into smartphones, social media, 
drones and augmented reality. 
At the SEJ 2014 conference, 
Ashley Ahearn, an environment 
reporter at KUOW-NPR 
Seattle will moderate a session 
on “Better Reporting � rough 
SmartPhones.” 

� at’s apt because, of all the 
new technology available to 

journalists, smartphones have made the most dramatic inroads. � e 
earliest smartphone journalism came from ordinary citizens capturing 
events, but professional news outlets soon realized that their own 
journalists could make good use of the technology. � e New York 
Times began providing iPhones to its reporters in February 2011.

At the University of St. � omas in St. Paul, Minn., Professor 
Mark Neuzil, who specializes in technology in the Communications 

& Journalism Department, reported that at the 2013 election of 
Pope Francis, a student journalist took the image of a roller-blading 
seminarian waving a giant papal � ag. “Via AP, that image went 
worldwide,” Neuzil said. “� at’s an example of taking advantage of 
the moment with a smartphone.”

Robert Hernandez, assistant professor of professional practice at 
the USC Annenberg School for Communication and Journalism, 
agreed. “� e most important piece of equipment a journalist has 
today is the smartphone,” he said. “It allows a journalist to do 
photography, audio and video, plus there are a lot of apps that allow 
facilitation of your content immediately.”

� e Digital Tools Project, a partnership of the American Press 
Institute and Poynter News University, funded by the John S. 
and James L. Knight Foundation, has been “helping traditional 
journalists bridge the gap into becoming digital ones,” said interactive 
learning producer Ren LaForme. “� ere’s a big trend with people 
using smartphones to do video,” he said. “� ere’s a lot of room for 
journalists who weren’t trained to shoot video and the tools o¡ er 
such a low barrier to entry that there’s no reason why a journalist 
can’t do it.” 

O¡ erings include seven or eight webinars a year focused on 
speci� c tools, which draw international domestic and international 
viewers, and a catalog of digital tools, which LaForme or one of his 
colleagues has used and reviewed. 

In addition to smartphones, some journalists are using inexpensive 
GoPro cameras that can be made hands-free with head- or body-

Journalism Rides the 
Wave of New Technologies
Reporting Tools Include Drones, Smartphones 
and Virtual Reality
By Debra Kaufman

SCOTT PHAM

THE USE OF DRONES IS TANGLED IN GOVERNMENTAL RED TAPE.

continued on page 36
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“� ere’s a bunch of incredibly complicated issues to deal with and I 
try to do my best to make them understandable to general readers,” 

Morgan said of his 
approach to the beat. 
Over the years, Morgan 
has watched the number 
of reporters covering 
environmental issues 
dwindle, but editors 
statewide, not just at 
the Herald, do remain 
committed to showcasing 
them, he said. 

In May, following 
editor departures at the 
Herald, Morgan moved 
jobs and is now assistant 
city editor overseeing 
education and courts. 
“It’s nice to have a fresh 
voice in the coverage,” he 
said of the change of the 
guard at the environment 

beat, but he added that he has retained the option of occasionally 
doing a takeout story from his old beat. 

PHOTOJOURNALISM:
 “THE PRICE OF PRECIOUS” BY MARCUS BLEASDALE 
FOR NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC 

Bleasdale, who lives in Oslo, covers human rights abuses and 
con� ict, using his work, which has also appeared in the New Yorker, 
� e New York Times, Le Monde and elsewhere, “to in� uence policy 
makers around the world,” according to his o�  cial biography. He 

has been documenting the scene of the Congo’s con� ict mineral 
trade for 13 years. � e SEJ judges called his images, which include 
mine workers and child soldiers, “chilling, yet beautifully composed,” 
adding that “it is rare to capture the grim reality of life with artistic 
beauty.” 

KEVIN CARMODY AWARD FOR OUTSTANDING 
IN-DEPTH REPORTING, SMALL MARKET:
“TOXIC CLOUT” BY DAVID HEATH, JIM MORRIS AND 
RONNIE GREENE, CENTER FOR PUBLIC INTEGRITY

A tip, a FOIA request and dogged reporting led to this year’s 
worth of reports chronicling the sweeping in� uence of the chemical 
industry. One story revealed how members of an EPA advisory panel 
had ties to the chemical industry, prompting the EPA to change 
the process and eliminate the use of private contractors, Heath 
said. Another story looked at the con� icts of a UC-Berkeley public 
health school dean who was simultaneously serving on the board of 
directors of a pesticide company, and pro� ting from the relationship. 
� e subject of the piece died suddenly in the midst of the reporting, 
which Heath called “a little unusual,” and resulted in some criticism 
from the subjects’ friends, he said, but the con� ict-of-interest issue 
continues to resonate, with two professional associations addressing 
the issue at conferences this summer. CPI continues to track the 
issues, Heath said, but without Greene; he joined the Associated 
Press’ Washington, D.C., investigative team in May. 

KEVIN CARMODY AWARD FOR OUTSTANDING 
IN-DEPTH REPORTING, LARGE MARKET:
 “SEA CHANGE: THE PACIFIC’S PERILOUS TURN” 
BY CRAIG ALLEN WELCH AND STEVE RINGMAN, 
SEATTLE TIMES

Scientists began connecting the die-o�  of oysters in Seattle-area 
hatcheries to ocean acidi� cation as a theory in 2009 and by 2012, 

DAVID HEATH RONNIE GREENEJIM MORRIS

CURTIS S. MORGAN

SEJ AWARDS FOR REPORTING ON THE ENVIRONMENT

continued from page 20
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when they had solidi� ed the link, “we realized this is not a big deal; 
this is a monumentally huge deal,” said Welch. � e question was how 
to tell the story of the rapid changes in the ocean “at the proper scale” 

and catch the attention of those who saw it just an oyster story, he said. 
Re-interviewing scientists, Welch found a way in by documenting 
coral reef research taking place in Papua New Guinea, but there were 

hurdles: � ey couldn’t a� ord the 
trip and Welch and photographer 
Ringman didn’t know how to 
dive (nor had Ringman shot 
underwater before). 

� e Pulitzer Center for Crisis 
Reporting stepped in with a 
grant (eventually granting a total 
$19,000). Editors then decided 
to expand the reporting to how 
acidi� cation might a� ect the 
red king crab, and Ringman 
spent 10 days on a Bering Sea 
crab boat. � e pair also went 
back to Indonesia. � ey ended 
up with � ve stories over 2013 
(with other stories since). SEJ’s 
judges called the series “brilliant, 
comprehensive, and utterly 
terrifying.” 

CRAIG ALLEN WELCH AND STEVE RINGMAN

The Global Source for Science News

@EurekAlertAAAS

facebook.com/EurekAlert

ee what you are missing:

EurekAlert.org/SEJ

Craig Allen Welch, Seattle Times
Kevin Carmody Award for Outstanding In-depth Reporting

“ With its timely links to new studies and review papers published in 
the top peer-reviewed journals, EurekAlert! is a source-finder, story 
tip sheet, and reality-check in one. It’s essential for any journalist 
attempting to cover the sciences.”

Coco Liu, Climate Wire and Scientific American
Outstanding Beat Reporting, Large Market

“ EurekAlert! is an excellent platform for journalists to stay updated 

on the latest scientific studies. Its press kit is comprehensive and its 
team super supportive. I found EurekAlert! very helpful for my own 
reporting work and strongly recommend it to others.”

Brett Walton, Circle of Blue
Outstanding Beat Reporting, Small Market

“ My reporting rests on a foundation of solid science. The daily stream 
of notices from EurekAlert! keeps me informed about the latest water, 
food, and energy research.”

ongratulat  inners of the 2014 SEJ Annual 
Awards for Reporting on the Environment.
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positive response to the issue. 
� e study’s authors say journalists may use the 
 ndings to analyze 

the implications of di� erent approaches used to convey information.
“� ere are di� erent ways journalists can cover the environment, 

and there are still decisions made on how to present a story,” said study 
co-author Sol Hart, assistant professor in communications studies at 
the University of Michigan. “� is study helps clarify some of the 
implications of covering the issues have on public understanding of 

climate change.”
� e study found that few 

broadcasts discussed positive 
e   cacy information on its 
own, including fundamental 
statements such as, “� ere 
are simple ways you can 
address warming and we have 
collected tips on our website.” 
An example of negative 

e   cacy is a statement such as, “Many individuals 
 nd it di   cult to 
a� ord solar panels for their home.”

� e analysis also showed that broadcasts gave minimal attention 
to responsiveness of government o   cials to public calls to action — 
and that government action was portrayed as divorced from public 
opinion.

It concluded that news coverage might fail to engage the public, 
making it more di   cult for the government to pass policy initiatives.

“When issues are covered with clear, de
 ned negative impacts, 
rather than bene
 ts, it may create a situation where people can 
become apathetic,” Hart said. “What I personally would love to see 
is more stories to discuss issues that can be linked to possible policy 
change and bene
 ts. What typically happens is a focus on impact not 
accompanied by discussing of action, but more about who has the 

power — and the political power struggles involved.” 
Hart said part of his research involves studying the “boomerang 

e� ect.” 
“I would love journalists to be aware when only negative impacts 

are shown but people don’t have a clear idea of how to respond, it can 
cause a back
 re e� ect in the sense people may feel it’s hopeless and 
can’t do anything about it. It feels easier to ignore it,” he said. “What’s 
the purpose of journalism? Part of the idea is that journalism o� ers a 
chance to inform the public about societal issues, and that it can be 
helpful to pair that with a discussion of what individuals can do to 
address those issues as well.” 

Meanwhile, an analysis by Media Matters showed that Sunday 
news programs covered climate change more in the 
 rst half of 2014 
than in the previous four years combined, as a result of a push from 
nine U.S. senators urging more coverage of the issues engendered by 
global warming.

In January, Sen. Bernie Sanders (I-Vt.) and eight Democratic 
senators initiated a campaign to get more people talking about how 
to alleviate the e� ects of climate change, starting by demanding 
greater coverage of the issue from the Sunday shows. � e senators 
sent a letter to executives at ABC News, CBS News, NBC News and 
Fox News, asking why “shockingly little discussion” involved climate 
change as part of these Sunday shows.

Much of the increased coverage happened in February, following 
extreme winter weather conditions in many parts of the country.

Media Matters found that despite the augmented airtime on 
ABC’s “� is Week,” CBS’ “Face the Nation,” NBC’s “Meet the Press” 
and Fox Broadcasting’s “Fox News Sunday,” some of the programs 
also misinformed viewers with what it called “false balance” and 
“� awed debates.”

Yet there was an improvement in including scientists in the 
discussions — which typically involve only politicians. 

Network News continued from page 27

director of the digital media program at Columbia University, said in 
today’s online world, new technology and products emerge every day.

“� e immediate criticism of any new media is around what it does 
wrong,” Tu said. “Little attention is paid to what’s right about social 
media.”

Tu said social media is great for getting breaking news out, and 
is good for echoing produced content. However, if you look at most 
reporter feeds, he noted, journalists are just referencing the stories of 
other journalists with items that get repeated and repeated.

“It’s a problem caused by how we practice journalism,” Tu said. 
“It’s the intense tweeting and re-tweeting that creates the hysteria. 
Social media ampli
 es our interest in our own interests, which is a 
bigger problem than getting something wrong. We work in an echo 
chamber that makes us forget the general public has other interests 
and needs.”

He noted that every time a new product emerges online, there’s 
a general crisis in the newsroom with 
editors who demand that everyone 
needs to learn video, blogging, HTML 
or whatever the latest trend is. Before 
long, given the speed of technology, 
Tu predicts that today’s social media 
will evolve into something else.

“An editor may have a silly mandate 
that everyone needs to tweet,” Tu said. 
“� at then creates a lot of stressed 
out workers and ridiculous tweets. 
Having good, substantial stories is 
more valuable than a thousand re-
tweeted rumors.” 

Online continued from page 30

DUY LINH TU

P
H

O
TO

 B
Y

 A
D

A
M

 P
E

R
E

Z

SUNDAY NEWS PROGRAMS HAVE 
INCREASED THEIR COVERAGE OF 
CLIMATE CHANGE.

NewsPro Environmental 2014.indd   34 8/25/14   8:26 AM



Thursday, January 8, 2015

66th Annual TECHNOLOGY & ENGINEERING AWARDS
Bellagio Hotel in cooperation with the Consumer Electronics Show  
Las Vegas

LIFETIME ACHIEVEMENT HONOREE
KAZUO HIRAI  
President & CEO, Sony Corporation

Tuesday, September 30, 2014

35th Annual NEWS & DOCUMENTARYAWARDS
Jazz at Lincoln Center’s Frederick P. Rose Hall 
New York City

LIFETIME ACHIEVEMENT HONOREE
WILLIAM J. SMALL 
Former CBS Washington Bureau, Chief,  
President NBC News

The National Academy of Television Arts & Sciences

For Sponsorship Information

contact

DAVID MICHAELS 

212 - 484 - 9456

dmichaels@emmyonline.tv

14np0041.pdf          RunDate: 09/01/14                            Full Page          Color: 4/C



36 | September 2014 | NewsPro 

mount gear. “We used the 
GoPro for our drone because 
it’s a� ordable and it can create 
its own Wi-Fi signal and send 
video to your phone, giving us a 
cheap, limited way of doing real-
time photography,” Pham said. 
“Plus they’re indestructible.” 

Automating posting to social 
media platforms is another trend, 
but it’s not universally embraced. 
“If the system is down, it can be 

a problem,” Neuzil said. Hernandez noted that being “organic, social” 

is “the best ingredient in a strategy to engage people.”
For journalists, editors and news outlets, the biggest issue in 

knowing which technologies to adopt. “We try not to get caught up 
in trends,” Neuzil said. “� e students are always ahead of the curve.”

And the curve keeps expanding. Hernandez is already investigating 
wearables, such as Google Glass, and augmented reality as reporting 
tools, and LaForme said the next trend is visualization tools that 
help journalists make sense of data via graphic design. And, despite 
its initial crash landing, don’t count out drones, which Pham said are 
inevitable.

“� is isn’t a choice of whether we want drones, but rather how 
we are going to interface with this technology,” he said. “It’s like the 
Internet: we’ll have to deal with it one way or another.” 

New Technologies continued from page 31

change of clothes, spare chargers and a � rst aid kit including pain 
relievers, facial moisturizer, sunscreen and eye drops.

Another is a storm bag, with a rainsuit — a raincoat and rain 
pants and rubber boots, so clothing stays dry, plus gloves and hand 
warmers. “� e storm bag is for both wet storms and cold weather, 
with a � oppy waterproof hat and bandanas,” he said.

And then there is the � re bag, containing a Nomex suit, which is 
� ame-resistant, along with a jacket and a shirt to wear underneath, 
goggles, leather gloves, heavy boots and a bandana. It also contains a 
� re shelter, an aluminum blanket that can protect a person from � re, 
as a last resort.

“Everybody should have a ‘go’ bag, in a little backpack,” Brainard 
advised. “Buy all the travel-size stu� .” 

Safety continued from page 24

ROBERT HERNANDEZ

from reporters griping to evidence of a real trend here.”
Foxhall argued that, “speaking for myself, we have an absolutely 

ethical obligation to do something about it,” because if reporters 
continue to go through the public a� airs o�  ces, they are going to get 
skewed information, which will hurt news consumers. 

SEJ, SPJ and others have informally agreed to continue to 
collaborate more on addressing what they see as the problems, 
Wheeler said. “Speaking together, perhaps we can be heard better,” 
he said. 

Access to information issues will be discussed at SEJ’s annual 
conference in New Orleans. A Wednesday morning session on 
covering disasters is scheduled to include two EPA public a� airs 
o�  cials. An informal session with some EPA public a� airs o�  cials 
may take place over co� ee on Friday morning, before the plenary 
session, as well. Following the plenary session at 11 a.m., the annual 

FOIA “clinic” on how to make and manage FOIA requests will take 
place, with experienced journalists on hand to discuss which methods 
are most useful when pursuing FOIA requests. 

At SPJ’s annual meeting Sept. 4 in Nashville, “we will be having 
extensive conversations about what’s next,” said Foxhall, who will 
also be receiving a Sunshine Award from the organization for her 
work on the issue. (Other Sunshine Award honorees include � e 
Guardian US; Robert Freeman, executive director of the New York 
State Committee on Open Government; and the Center for Public 
Integrity, for work that included its SEJ Award-winning reports on 
con� icts of interest at the EPA). 

“We’re not letting go of this thing now. A lot of reporters are 
seeing the extreme dangers of acquiescing to this, and we’re going to 
keep raising the issue in one way or the other,” Foxhall said. 

FOIA continued from page 22
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Hurricanes are not what they used to be. 
If your parents or grandparents grew up on the Northeast 

coast, ask them about the great storms of 1938, 1944 and 
1960, not to mention the six-storm barrage in 1954 and 1955.

 And if they grew up in Miami, they might have lived through 
the eye of a hurricane coming directly over downtown six times in 
the 20th century — the last time in 1964. And that doesn’t include 
Andrew, Wilma or the monster storms of the late 1940s. 

Hurricanes used to be really bad. If you just look at the strongest 
categories (Category 3 and above), which cause some 80 percent 
of the damage, fewer than one-third as many made landfall in the 
United States in the last 50 years than in the 50 years before. A 
stunning change. 

But most people don’t feel like the weather is 
getting calmer. After all, seven of the top 10 most 
expensive hurricanes in the record book have hit in 
the past 10 years, and nine of the top 10 in the past 
25 years. 

It’s easy to explain. Mother Nature’s hurricane-
output cycle has its ups and downs, and a lull came 
along in the 1970s, ’80s and early ’90s — Hurricanes 
Frederic, Hugo and Andrew notwithstanding. 

At the same time, Americans became older, richer 
and more conspicuous consumers. � e net result 
was exponential growth along the coastline — a 
construction frenzy, mostly without hurricanes in 
mind. Add in the expensive cars and gadgets of modern 
life, and the damage potential has skyrocketed.

Multistory houses with big bay windows, fancy 
� xtures and roo� ines that catch the wind came into fashion, replacing 
the squat but strong homes with terrazzo � oors that the wind went 
over and around. And worse, lighter, cheaper and weaker materials 
went into most of the buildings, no matter the price point. � ese 
buildings crowd our coastline today.

Hurricane-threat alerting and disaster communications are also 
not what they used to be. 

� ere are far more people at risk now than when storms were 
more frequent. At the same time, communications technology has 
advanced in ways we couldn’t imagine 20 years ago, yet the result is a 
fractured system for delivering critical information. 

� ere are pieces of the emergency message spread across the media 
landscape. However, no entity in the system has the ability and 
credibility to craft a complete and actionable message for residents 
in the threat zone.

Before the modern era of instant communications, widespread 
mistrust of government and the � ood of uninformed opinions on 

television and online, emergency forecasts and instructions were 
understandable and credible because they were simple. 

When the mayor said, “We’re not sure exactly where it’s going 
to hit, but we have to get prepared,” nobody was surprised. Nobody 
expected a precise forecast. Uncertainty was intrinsic to people’s 
understanding of weather forecasts in general, long before there were 
cones of uncertainty on television.

Radio and television stations of the pre-Internet, pre-
Telecommunications-Action-of-1996, pre-corporatization era were 
often credible and robust news organizations full of people with long 
pedigrees in local coverage. � ey were the natural conduits for local 
emergency instructions. 

Today, scienti� cally unsupportable promises of accuracy and 
reliability from the superlative-obsessed electronic 
media are the norm. And worse, far fewer journalists 
with local knowledge, perspective and credibility 
populate newsrooms sliced thin by market realities 
and highly leveraged distant owners. 

At a time when the magnitude of the threat is 
escalating due to the coastal population explosion, the 
media’s ability to digest the information and craft a 
coherent and convincing message is markedly reduced.

Even a routine advisory from the National 
Hurricane Center is a data dump of such proportions 
these days that few broadcast organizations can sort 
through it, digest it and understand it, let alone convey 
it along with the even more important emergency 
instructions from local o�  cials. 

Even if the media were at its previous full strength, 
it would be di�  cult, if not impossible, to congeal the torrent of 
forecast and emergency information into a consistent and actionable 
bottom line.

In the critical days leading up to a hurricane hit, when decisive 
action can dramatically change a family’s post-storm reality, the 
media is a cacophony of fragmented messages and peripheral 
opinions. 

Mother Nature is partially to blame for this dysfunction, of course. 
If she were producing hurricanes like she did in the � rst two-thirds 
of the 20th century, we would have had more Katrinas and Sandys 
where the toll in lost people and property was culturally unacceptable, 
especially given the stunning forecast accuracy delivered by modern 
meteorological science. If our grandparents’ hurricanes had kept 
coming, we can hope the situation would have self-corrected. 

� e question is, can we do better before they return? 
Bryan Norcross is the senior hurricane specialist at � e Weather Channel.

Once Upon a Hurricane 
Big Storms Are Less Frequent Today, but More Costly
By Bryan Norcross
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