monitored
(Washington
Post, Wall Street Journal,
The New York Times, Los
Angeles Times, USA Today)
had a combined 315 stories
last June versus 256 stories
in June of 2014 — and 227
stories in May.
Some say the Pope, in his
appeal “for a new dialogue
about how we are shaping the
future of our planet,” may be
a game-changer.
“The thing about the Pope
that’s different is that the
PETER DYKSTRA
environmental
movement
has never had a charismatic
central leader — a Gandhi. And with all due respect to Al Gore,
it will never be him,” said Peter Dykstra of Environmental Health
News. “It’s a central person with a global perspective. And he’s on it.
He’s all over it,” said Dykstra, a former executive producer at CNN
for science, environment and weather.
A recent New York Times/CBS News poll showed nearly seven in
10 US Catholics approve of the Pope’s work on environmental issues.
“As often occurs in periods of deep crisis which require bold
decisions, we are tempted to think that what is happening is not
entirely clear,” Pope Francis wrote. “Superficially, apart from a few
obvious signs of pollution and deterioration, things do not look that
serious, and the planet could continue as it is for some time.”
But, he continued, “Such evasiveness serves as a license to carry on
with our present lifestyles and models of production and consumption.
This is the way human beings contrive to feed their self-destructive
vices: trying not to see them, trying not to acknowledge them,
delaying the important decisions and pretending
that nothing will happen.”
In a historic address to a joint session of
Congress in Washington, D.C., Sept. 24, Pope
Francis reiterated his call for “a conversation
which includes everyone, since the environmental
challenge we are undergoing, and its human roots,
concern and affect us all.” He said, “I am convinced
that we can make a difference and I have no doubt
that the United States, and this Congress, have an
important role to play.”
Andrew Freedman, science editor at Mashable,
said a forceful commitment to environmental
issues by another influential leader, President
Barack Obama, is “one of several events in
2015 that will cause climate coverage to spike
throughout the world.”
In August, the White House announced a
historic Clean Power Plan to reduce carbon
PRESIDENT BARACK OBAMA BIDS FAREWELL TO POPE FRANCIS FOLLOWING A PRIVATE
continued on page 6
AUDIENCE AT THE VATICAN, MARCH 27, 2014.

PHOTO BY PETE SOUZA, OFFICIAL WHITE HOUSE PHOTO

journalism have gutted newsrooms and environment desks. There’s
skepticism over the impact of global warning.
So the press has a greater responsibility than ever to address
doubts and engage the debate over concrete measures to follow the
change of heart.
“It feels like we have moved past whether or not it’s happening
[but] I think there’s still a reluctance to push beyond the political
talking points on either side. The press treats it as a political debate
rather than a scientific one,” said Eric Holthaus, a meteorologist and
weather and climate writer for Slate.
It’s time for “meaningful discussion, which is where you get policy
solutions that will start to accrue if you have Republicans who will
talk about [climate change]. Even if their proposed solutions are
totally different than the Democrats’.”
Science tells us, Holthaus said, “that we need a reduction of
[greenhouse gas emissions] of a certain magnitude by a certain year.
The Republicans have very recently joined that debate [and said] the
solutions on the table are incompatible with a healthy economy.” So
it’s up to politicians “to find a solution that is.”
And again, it’s the press that must prod them to do it.
A report by the nonprofit Project for Improved Environmental
Coverage said in a study released in April that visibility of the 10
environmental topics it tracks increased sharply, by 17%, in 2014
from 2013 after dipping steadily for four years. Databases of 33 US
news organizations from 2010 to 2014 showed a significant uptick in
stories referring to climate change, fresh water quality and scarcity;
biodiversity; air pollution; ocean health; and agriculture and food
safety and security.
So far this year, according to research group International
Collective on Environment, Culture & Politics (ICE CaPs), coverage
has continued to rise. The group, based at the University of Colorado,
Boulder, saw a big spike in June, the month Pope Francis published
his landmark encyclical, Laudato Si. The five major US newspapers
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emissions
from
existing
power plants. At the State
Department’s
GLACIER
conference (Global Leadership
in the Arctic: Cooperation,
Innovation, Engagement and
Resilience) in Anchorage,
Alaska, in September, he called
for sweeping collective action
on climate change, setting
the table for the UN Climate
Change Conference in Paris
Nov. 30 to Dec. 11. Obama
spent three days crisscrossing
Alaska, which has warmed
about twice as much as the rest
of the US over the past 60 years.
“It’s become a legacy issue
for him,” Freedman said. “That
means Beltway journalists who
may not cover climate-change
issues will be covering it now.”
The ironic thing, Freedman
noted, is that “we could go
from a president who is trying REPUBLICAN PRESIDENTIAL CANDIDATES FACE OFF AT THE REAGAN LIBRARY IN SIMI VALLEY, CALIF., ON SEPT. 16.
to create a roadmap for an
ambitious agreement in Paris and implement the most far-reaching
For one thing, traditional newsrooms are still dealing with a
policy in US history domestically” to one who barely believes the
structural slump in readers and advertisers and profound restructuring
problem exists.
of their business models.
Asked about climate change at the Republican debate, Florida
“A lot of mainstream news organizations cut costs, and
Sen. Marco Rubio, one of three candidates who responded, declared, environmental desks were among the first things to go,” noted
“We’re not going to make America a harder place to create jobs in
Dykstra. It was a significant loss of “institutional knowledge within
order to pursue policies that will do absolutely nothing, nothing to
the press corps.”
change our climate.”
Celebrities, aggregation and focus on Web traffic dominate online
According to New Jersey Gov. Chris Christie, “We shouldn’t be
news. The Project for Improved Environmental Coverage noted
destroying our economy in order to chase some wild, left-wing idea
that the 17% jump in press coverage it reported was off a low base.
that somehow, us, by ourselves, Environmental headlines only made up 1% of the total, and stories
are going to fix the climate.” about pop star Beyoncé outstripped the combined coverage of six of
And Wisconsin Gov. Scott
the 10 broad topics it tracks.
Walker said, “This is an issue
The study’s author Todd Pollak said he used Beyoncé to make
where we’re talking about
a point, but said, “Anyone who cares about anything will say that
my state, it’s thousands of
celebrity news and infotainment is dominating everything, not just
manufacturing jobs.”
the environment.”
Freedman
hopes
press
“You realize what pays the bills,” Freedman said. Mashable has
coverage will continue its
a dedicated department to create viral content. “There’s a lot of
upward trajectory after this
pressure on them. They help drive a lot of traffic. It takes some of the
year, but said it’s not a given. pressure off the rest of the newsroom,” he said.
“I’ve been reporting too long
Reporters in some parts of the country still battle with a highly
and seen the ups and downs
skeptical public. A Gallup poll from March showed 41% of
around specific events. The test
Americans believe global warming is due more to natural causes than
for me is whether the plateau
human activity. And 62% of Americans do not think it will affect
in between the spikes is higher
them personally during their lifetime.
ANDREW FREEDMAN
than before.”
continued on page 8
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Climate Change continued from page 5

civil cases, the bar is a preponderance of evidence, “and he got slammed.”
Gaarder of the Omaha World-Herald, who also is co-host of this
He called climate change “a scientific debate, overlaid by political
year’s SEJ conference, said she grapples with how and when to work
squabbling, overlaid by ideology, sometimes overlaid by religion,
climate change into her weather stories.
which is why it’s so hard to untangle. He thinks overall coverage has
“Whenever I mention it, I get complaints from readers about
forcing climate change on them or beating the climate-change drum. improved “from horrible to unacceptable.”
Growth of wind and solar power are positive stories that should be
We are not alone in a red state in having a significant body of readers
told more widely, he said.
who do not believe in climate change,” she said.
It’s a critical time for policymakers and the press, said Slate’s
She has had the luxury of time to study climate issues and develop
Holthaus. Yes, there’s a burgeoning consensus that climate change
an expertise, she said. But other journalists may be less confident in
their positions and feel uncomfortable
“on deadline, in the face of a highly
critical editor and public.”
Gaarder added, “I have had friends
in the business who said, ‘I don’t
want to write about climate change
anymore because I don’t have enough
confidence in my expertise and I want
to keep my job. I don’t want to be seen
as the newsroom looney.’”
Hopefully that won’t be the case.
There is a transition underway. Climate
change has seeped from the science
section into the business, lifestyle,
politics and opinion pages. The Gallup
poll found that 55% of Americans
worry about the environment either “a
great deal” or “a fair amount.”
A host of Web sites are picking
up the void left by traditional media.
The Climate Desk partnership pools
reports by The Atlantic, Citylab,
Grist, The Guardian, Huffington Post,
Mother Jones, Medium, Reveal, Slate
and Wired. The Guardian has made
climate change a crusade. And the
Associated Press took the opportunity THE COLORADO RIVER RUNS DRY ON THE U.S./MEXICO BORDER TWO MILES BELOW THE MORELOS DAM.
to expand in the sector as many of its member papers stepped back.
exists, “But that could still mean lingering around for another two to
Gaarder referenced an AP piece in 2013 that she said was
three years with no major action.”
outstanding in putting climate change in a context people could
That’s why there is so much riding on Paris, where more than 190
instantly relate to — something she says the scientific community
nations will try to hash out a new global climate-change agreement.
and the press sometimes fail to do. The story, by Seth Borenstein, said
Some major parameters of a broad agreement are already known
scientists were as sure that global warning was a real, man-made threat
and they still won’t be enough to achieve the necessary reductions in
emissions without additional steps. The ultimate goal is to keep the
as they were that cigarettes kill. That certainty, he wrote, was 95%.
world’s temperature from rising to a catastrophic level — seen as 2
The story gave perspective to the lack of 100% certainty that has
degrees Celsius above pre-industrial levels.
dogged the climate-change debate. “There’s a mismatch between
But the table is set and the players are serious. A recent story in
what scientists say about how certain they are, and what the general
New York magazine called 2015 “the year humans finally got serious
public thinks the experts mean,” the story said.
about saving themselves.”
Dykstra compared the disconnect to criminal versus civil court.
“I am involuntarily optimistic,” said Maxwell Roycoff, associate
“There’s an age-old industry called manufacturing doubt. Like in
professor at the University of Colorado’s Center for Science and
the O.J. [Simpson] trial. [Asking] people to consider controversial
Technology Policy Research.
questions the way they consider guilt or innocence in a courtroom
“Coverage is better. But has the scale of the improvement caught
[where] you have to prove [guilt] beyond a reasonable doubt.
with the scale of the challenge? No.”
O.J. was acquitted because it was easy to manufacture a doubt.” In
8 | October 2015 | NewsPro
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Climate Change continued from page 6

SEJ AWARDS FOR REPORTING ON THE ENVIRONMENT

SEJ’s Top Award Winners
The Evils of Oil and Coal, Solar Power’s Promise and a
Trip to the Galapagos
By Tom Gilbert

O

SHANKMAN, MARCUS STERN, HANNAH ROBBINS,
DAVID MARTIN DAVIES FOR INSIDECLIMATE NEWS;
JIM MORRIS, BEN WIEDER, ALAN SUDERMAN, JAMIE
SMITH HOPKINS, ROSALIND ADAMS, DAVID HEATH,
ELEANOR BELL, ALEX COHEN, CHRIS ZUBAK-SKEES
FOR THE CENTER FOR PUBLIC INTEGRITY;
GREGORY GILDERMAN, KEVIN HAYES, NEIL KATZ,
FAISAL AZAM, ERIC JANKSTROM, SHAWN EFRAN,
KATIE WIGGIN FOR THE WEATHER CHANNEL
The Eagle Ford Shale in South Texas is the site of one of the
biggest energy booms in America, with oil and gas wells sprouting
at an unprecedented rate. But according to The Weather Channel’s
Web site, local residents fear for their health — not from the water,
but from the air they breathe.
This eight-month investigation by the Center for Public Integrity
and InsideClimate News and The Weather Channel resulted in a
multimedia presentation that incorporated 42 stories and three
video mini-documentaries. It examined the dangers that come with
KEVIN CARMODY AWARD FOR OUTSTANDING INreleasing a toxic soup of chemicals into the air and the indifference
DEPTH REPORTING, LARGE MARKET:
to them shown by the government of Texas.
“BIG OIL, BAD AIR” BY LISA SONG, DAVID HASEMYER,
“This is a wonderfully in-depth saga that starts with the impact
PAUL HORN, ZAHRA HIRJI, SUSAN WHITE, SABRINA
and doesn’t let go,” SEJ judges wrote, noting
that “air emissions from oil and gas waste are
among the least regulated, least monitored and
least understood components in the extraction
and production cycle.”
The judges commended the authors for
their “dogged data work, comprehensive
interviews and an obvious drive to shed light
on the problems that residents had described,
and that politicians, regulators and companies
had largely ignored.”
And they added, “We discover … that
regulators have been pressured not to
regulate. That pressure was applied at times
by politicians who accepted millions from
industry players. And we learn that regulators
who dared to do their jobs in the face of that
pressure were fired.”
The publishing and airing of the work
resulted in criminal investigations, government
inquiries and the installation of at least one
NEGATIVE EFFECTS ON THE LYSSY FAMILY’S TEXAS FARM WERE HIGHLIGHTED IN
new
air monitor.
“BIG OIL, BAD AIR.”

ne 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.
First-place winners receive $500, a trophy and a certificate. Secondand third-place winners receive a certificate.
In an unusual circumstance this time out, one entrant took firstplace in two categories: Rob Davis of The Oregonian, who garnered
top honors in small-market in-depth reporting and small-market
beat reporting.
Winners will be celebrated Wednesday evening, Oct. 7, at a gala
ceremony at the Embassy Suites and Convention Center’s Oklahoma
Ballroom in Norman, Okla., in conjunction with SEJ’s 25th annual
conference.
Here we present a close-up look at the first-place winners.
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ROB DAVIS

KEVIN CARMODY AWARD FOR
OUTSTANDING IN-DEPTH
REPORTING, SMALL MARKET:
“OIL TRAINS IN OREGON” BY
ROB DAVIS, THE OREGONIAN/
OREGONLIVE
OUTSTANDING BEAT REPORTING,
SMALL MARKET:
ROB DAVIS, THE OREGONIAN/
OREGONLIVE
Davis has been an investigative reporter
covering the environment at The Oregonian
for just shy of two years. Prior to that, he
covered the same beat at the Voice of San
Diego and was also a contributor to The New
York Times.
The judges praised Davis’ reporting for
embodying “the spirit of beat reporting.”
“Whether writing about a mysteriously
disappearing lake, the mismanagement
of chemical spraying or the diesel bus
fumes being inhaled by school children, his
reporting shines a light on local injustices,
holds decision-makers accountable and
humanizes what could so easily be dismissed
as technical problems,” the judges opined.
“The stories he brings to light give readers
the chance to become more thoughtful,
engaged citizens.”
Davis comments about the honor,
“Oregon has such a environmentally minded
reputation. I hope my beat coverage was able
continued on page 17
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If Typewriters Could Talk
‘When All Your Computers Crash, We’ll Still Be Here’
By Jack Limpert
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y old Royal never crashed, and in 2012,
when I left the Washingtonian after 43
years there, I couldn’t resist writing a love
note, “First Person: If These Keys Could Talk,” to
the typewriter that always delivered. The old Royal
now sits in my home office ready to go back to work.
If it could talk, I wrote in the Washingtonian, this
is what it would tell you:
It finally happened. On Saturday morning, Jack
came into the office, took me off the desk, carried
me out to a car double-parked on L Street and drove
me away. I’m now on a beat-up typewriter table in
what seems to be a basement office in a house. No
car horns, lots of birds singing and a dog that looks
at me and occasionally barks.
Not a surprise, but still kind of sad. Sure, I was
being used less and less, but I still felt useful — I was
always really good at short notes.
The first hint that something was changing was
back in the 1980s: Jack was talking to a writer named
Fred Barnes about joining the staff, and Fred asked if the magazine
had computers. When told it didn’t, he said he couldn’t write on a
typewriter. What kind of journalist would say that?
He didn’t come to work at the magazine, but we did begin to buy
some really dumb-looking computers.
I remember hearing the salespeople say that if we spent $100,000
on their computers, we’d be able to save that much in salaries
because the computers were
so efficient. Ha! The staff
is bigger than ever, and we
now have two guys called IT
managers and everyone treats
them like the most important
people in the office.
Okay, we Royals were
pretty simple, but does anyone
remember that we never
crashed? The only care we
needed was a new ribbon a
couple of times a year. When
we needed maintenance, there
was a place called North’s
Office Machines on K Street.
JACK LIMPERT
About 10 years ago, Jack asked
the man there where he found
people who could repair typewriters. He said, “I have two Russian
immigrants. They love typewriters, and they can’t bear to see one
tossed out.” I’m not sure why Russians love us so much — maybe we
made a difference over there.

I do miss the old days. On Monday mornings you could hear the
typewriters in the office come to life. Phones started ringing. All the
noise gave the place a feeling of life, of energy. Editors and writers
walked around and talked with one another.
Now on Monday mornings, people come in and it’s very quiet —
they sit at their computers and the phones never ring.
It makes me nostalgic for the wire-service days when the writers
really used us. Plus there were 20 teletype machines in the bureau,
and they sent out bulletins with three bells ringing. Some days there
were news flashes with five bells.
One thing I don’t miss: the cigarette smoke. I remember hearing
writers say they couldn’t write if they couldn’t smoke — they meant
it — and by the end of the day the air got pretty bad. But I loved the
way they caressed my keys when they were thinking — that made it
easy to handle the ashes.
Enough. I know there’s no going back. Jack has been writing
and editing on a computer a long time, and last summer he got an
iPhone and began to use me to send people notes about Facebook
and Twitter. Some days he didn’t seem to pay me much attention,
and I felt a little hurt when visitors laughed at me like I was some
Civil War relic.
But then I think about Shane Harris, one of our newer writers, and
how he talks about the dangers of cyberwarfare. What if the Chinese
managed to shut down the Internet and blow up all those digital
clouds? I hope one of the writers or editors might ask, “Anyone know
what happened to that old Royal typewriter?”
Jack Limpert was editor of The Washingtonian magazine from 1969 to
2009. He now is a writer-at-large. This article first appeared on his blog,
“About Editing and Writing,” at jacklimpert.com.

SEJ AWARDS FOR REPORTING ON THE ENVIRONMENT
continued from page 17
on the impact people have had and are having on a once-pristine
environment,” lauding it for creative storytelling that “transported
listeners to an exotic location by reaching out to passionate people
with stories to tell.”
“All of the characters
and sounds wrapped up in
curiosity carried us to the
Galapagos,” the judges said.
“The audio morsels were
chopped up into small bitesized portions that were easy
to chew and digest. In the
end, a satisfying scientific
meal that satiated an appetite
we didn’t know we had.”
“The Galapagos story TIM HOWARD
is very near to my heart,”
Howard says. “When I started reporting, I only really had one nugget
of a story about goat eradication, and I thought that was the story
I’d tell. But once I started interviewing people in the Galapagos,
I noticed that everything there is connected, from the tortoises to
the fishermen to the invasive blackberry plants … and it made me
want to expand the scope of my story, to give the listener the feeling
of traveling through a world where every decision has cascading
environmental impacts — and where a lot of very impressive
conservation science is being done in desperate circumstances. I’m
very honored to win this award from the SEJ.”
OUTSTANDING ENVIRONMENTAL
PHOTOJOURNALISM:
“COAL’S VISIBLE IMPACTS” BY ROBB KENDRICK FOR
NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC
Kendrick has published three photo books and provided
photographs for numerous National Geographic stories. He has
a special interest in
tintypes, a photo process
popular in the 19th
century.
His entry about the
negative impacts of the
coal industry on society,
which covered activities
on three continents, was
the unanimous firstplace selection by the
SEJ judges, who deemed
it “pure visual poetry.”
“The soot that covers
the
coal
industry
subjects featured in
Kendrick’s photographs
practically spills off the
ROBB KENDRICK
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page, evoking a strong visceral reaction,” they wrote. “Unforgettable
images include a man climbing out of a deep, black mine on a shaky
ladder, and one of cross-legged workers framed in an off-kilter,
rectangular box picking through coal on a conveyor belt.”
One judge commented, “What an expansive, personal, gorgeously
seen collection of images that speak to coal and the power of the coal
industry to imprison societies and destroy ecology.”
Kendrick, who cited his close collaboration with National
Geographic Executive Editor Dennis Dimick on the piece, says,
“I’m thrilled to have the work recognized by SEJ and hope that the
current trend of reduced coal eventually leads to its demise.
“Also,” he adds, “the recent position taken by Pope Francis on
the need to address climate change was a big leap forward in world
leadership and hopefully his direct challenge to the world community
will accelerate real action.”
RACHEL CARSON ENVIRONMENT BOOK AWARD:
“UNTAMED: THE WILDEST WOMAN IN AMERICA
AND THE FIGHT FOR CUMBERLAND ISLAND” BY
WILL HARLAN, PUBLISHED BY GROVE PRESS
The SEJ judges called Harlan’s biography of Carol Ruckdeschel,
an unusual woman who
completely immersed herself
in nature and maintained an
uncompromising defense of
it for decades, “unflinching
and inspirational … with
beautiful writing and an eye
for detail that would have
made Rachel Carson proud.
“[It] breathes life into a
‘dirt poor naturalist’ many
people in society brand
as a misfit,” they wrote.
“He shows the reader her
amazing character, spine
and spunk — especially
noteworthy during an era
of conformity — while also
raising questions about her
WILL HARLAN
sanity and social skills.”
“Carol did the really
hard work. I just put her story down on paper,” Harlan says. “I am
fortunate to have stumbled upon such a vivid, complex protagonist
who lives on the country’s wildest island and has fought her whole
life to protect it.”
The author adds, “The book’s popular success has been great,
but far more powerful for me personally is affirmation from SEJ’s
sharp, fearless, uncompromising environmental journalists. For me,
it is the achievement of a lifetime to be recognized by such talented,
dedicated writers.”

Incorporate continued from page 21
You must dig into your pocket to meet these contractual obligations
whether or not you have incorporated.
Many people have heard the expression “piercing the corporate veil.”
Translation: Unless you keep enough assets (money) in a
corporation or LLC to cover its potential liabilities, and you keep the
entity’s finances separate from your personal finances and you keep
up with certain formalities and state filings, your corporation or LLC
may be disregarded by a court and not provide any protection.
Most of us won’t keep all this straight. We won’t leave a lot of
money sitting in our business accounts. We’ll forget about state
filings and maintaining corporate minutes.
Most writers are not writing high-risk material. Fiction writers are
rarely sued for defamation, unless they have been lax about masking
identities. Memoir and other non-fiction writers take more risks, but
they can and should learn how to minimize them. As a starting point,
take a look at my post “How to Use Real People in Your Writing
Without Ending Up in Court” at helensedwick.com.
However, if you are going after Big Oil, Big Food, Big Med, City
Hall, Wall Street or any deep pocket, then you are taking greater
risks. Instead of spending money on forming a corporation or LLC,
you are better off hiring an experienced publishing attorney to review
your manuscript. An attorney should be part of your publishing team.
Forming and maintaining a corporation or LLC costs money. In
California, it’s $800 a year. If your risk or anxiety level is high, that
money is better spent buying liability insurance.
If you have insurance, then the insurance company hires the
attorneys and manages the claims, saving you time, money and stress.
A business liability policy ($500 to $800 a year) covers unintentional
infringement and defamation, but be sure to ask your insurance agent

about the coverage, since policies vary.
For more protection, take a look at media liability insurance. These
policies provide more protection at a higher cost ($1,500 and up). If
you are a member of the Author’s Guild, you may be eligible for a
discount.
Maybe you are reading this too late and have already formed a
corporation or LLC. No problem. You have not made a mistake. If
the cost of maintaining the entity in your state is low, then you might
as well keep it in existence. It serves as one more indication that you
are operating your writing as a business for tax purposes. But if the
annual fees in your state are more than you want to spend, consider
terminating the entity.
Of course, there’s an exception to every rule.
If you are making a lot of net income from your writing, let’s say
$50,000 a year or more, then you may want to form a corporation or
LLC for tax reasons. Some accountants use a strategy of allocating
income between salary and profits in order to reduce self-employment
taxes. When I asked my accountant about this, she rolled her eyes.
If you are making that kind of money, great for you. You are living
the dream. But it’s time to hire someone to help you with business
set-up and tax planning. This is what I call a “problem of success,” a
problem I hope every writer enjoys.
Lawyer and writer Helen Sedwick has 30 years of experience
representing businesses and entrepreneurs. She has written an awardwinning historical novel, “Coyote Winds,” as well as “Self-Publisher’s
Legal Handbook,” which Publisher’s Weekly lists as one of the top five
resources for independent authors. For more information about Sedwick,
check out her Web site at helensedwick.com. This article first appeared on
TheBookDesigner.com.

Tribal Tribulations continued from page 18
“Our air in southwest Oklahoma is becoming polluted because
of the factories in north Texas and the Goodyear plant in Lawton
[Okla.],” Schonchin said. “For us, the water issue is always going to
be a big topic, even though we did not give up our water rights in the
Medicine Lodge Treaty of 1867, as water gets more scarce.”
For the Osage Nation in northern Oklahoma, oil and gas drilling
on tribal lands is an issue, according to Shannon Shaw Duty, editor
of the Osage News. She explains that the tribe owns its mineral
rights, but not all tribal members own shares.
“In 1906, our land was allotted mineral rights, and tribal members
received a share of the mineral state, which was passed on from
generation to generation,” Duty said. “Today, the people who get
quarterly royalty checks want to continue oil and gas production on
our land. Others say enough is enough. We’ve had this going on for
100 years, and it’s tearing up the land.”
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Duty, a former journalist with the Santa Fe New Mexican, said
the Osage News was previously a tribal newsletter, whose staff was
treated as public relations staff by the tribal government.
“At the time, I was the communications coordinator for the
newsletter, and several of us reached out to friends in the Osage
government,” Duty recalled. “I was here less than a year, and just
wanted to be a journalist. I could see not reporting the truth haunting
our community.”
So in 2008, a free press act was passed by the Osage government,
guaranteeing open meetings, open records and a shield law for
journalists.
“The government isn’t always going to be happy with what we’ve
written,” Duty said. “But I wish more tribes had the freedoms we do,
because communities can really thrive and prosper with a free press.”

SIGN-OFF

Serious Business
Once a Journalistic Backwater, Weather and Climate
Reporting Comes of Age
By Bob Henson

T

he vagaries of everyday weather and the looming threat of
climate change are among the news topics of greatest appeal
to readers and viewers. They’re rich in human interest, rooted
in science and technology, and relevant to everyone.
From today’s perspective, it’s amazing to consider that the “weather
beat” was once a backwater of journalism, relegated to wet-behindthe-ears cub reporters and outlandishly costumed TV presenters.
It took a concerted effort by the American Meteorological
Society (AMS) to establish the first Seal of Approval for broadcast
meteorology in the 1950s. As one of the organizers, Francis Davis, put
it, “We think the weather should be discussed with dignity. Dignity,
not dullness. We think many TV ‘weathermen’ make a caricature of
what is essentially a serious and scientific occupation.”
The AMS Seal was one of the first milestones
in the long and ultimately successful effort to get
journalism to take the atmosphere seriously. As more
seal-holders took to the airwaves in the 1960s and
1970s, the jokesters and fashion plates began fading
from the weathercasting scene.
Then came the computer-graphics revolution of
the 1980s, when the hand-drawn cold fronts and
magnetic clouds that had prevailed for decades were
suddenly replaced by software-generated maps. These
BOB HENSON
graphics lent a new sheen to the weathercast — and
by extension, the weathercaster began to be seen as a
science and technology expert. The debuts of The Weather Channel
and USA Today’s full-color, large-format weather page, both in
1982, took national-scale weather coverage to new levels.
Occasionally, newspapers would run a story about the “greenhouse
effect” — a term so unfamiliar it was put in quotes — and how our
growing use of fossil fuels might cause Earth’s atmosphere to warm
up. That prospect began to shift from the theoretical to the literal
as global temperatures began to soar. In June 1988, as Yellowstone
National Park burned and the Mississippi River ran nearly dry,
NASA’s James Hansen warned Congress that Earth was likely seeing
the first effects of global warming.
Almost overnight, journalists had a new realm to cover: the
climate-change beat. Initially a science-driven, bipartisan concern,
climate change quickly took on political overtones, as it became clear
that reducing greenhouse-gas emissions could have a wrenching
effect on the status quo.
If you’re on an elevator or in a shuttle bus, the day’s weather is
an easy, safe choice for small talk. Not so with global warming.
Many weathercasters and print journalists in the 1990s covered
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weather while omitting even the most basic mention of climate.
Meanwhile, “he said/she said” coverage by political journalists
gave a disproportionately large megaphone to those who denied or
denigrated the climate science produced by thousands of researchers.
Over the last few years, as the weight of evidence on humanproduced climate change has mounted, journalists have increasingly
presented a more accurate reflection of where the science stands. A
number of weathercasters now include regular segments on climate
change.
Yet even for top scientists, it can be a challenge to iron out how
closely a specific weather event is linked to the forces clearly shaping
our overall climate.
This SEJ conference — appropriately held in
Oklahoma, one of the nation’s hotbeds of wild
weather — illustrates how both weather and climate
have made it to the front lines of environmental
reporting. Local and regional Web sites such as D.C.’s
Capital Weather Gang are providing thorough, wideranging coverage of weather and climate that leaves
yesterday’s cub reporters in the dust.
Weathercasters are digging deeper as well. Over
the past year, The Weather Channel debuted a
weather-themed talk show (“WX Geeks”) and two
hours each weekday of in-depth analysis (“Weather
Underground”). A decade ago, the American
Meteorological Society launched its “station scientist” program,
which recognizes that broadcast meteorologists are being asked
to serve as de facto experts on everything from earthquakes to air
pollution.
As part of this evolution, the AMS converted its seal program to a
more rigorous Certificate of Broadcast Meteorology, which evaluates
skill at conveying complex information across the realms of weather,
water and climate. The society also launched its Award for Excellence
in Science Reporting by a Broadcast Meteorologist, whose winners
have covered topics ranging from watershed protection to Antarctic
research.
We’ve come a long way indeed from the days of fluffy weather
segments presented in costume. As we move into a future full of
social and climatological change, the bench strength we’ve built
across weather and climate reporting on broadcast, print and online
platforms will serve us well.
Bob Henson, a meteorologist and blogger at Weather Underground, is
the author of “Weather on the Air: A History of Broadcast Meteorology”
and “The Thinking Person’s Guide to Climate Change.”

