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Up Against the Wall

In the wake of the devastation wrought by recent hurricanes — Harvey, the wettest tropical
event on record in the contiguous United States, and Irma, the most intense Atlantic storm to
strike the nation since Katrina in 2005 — concerns about climate change have been renewed in
the minds of many who might have begun to have doubts.
After all, the Trump administration has downplayed climate concerns up to this point. And
further, as our cover story notes, the president — openly hostile to mainstream media in general —
has gone as far as to call climate change “a hoax.”
The role of the environmental journalist is more important than ever. It is imperative to keep
getting the message out about the threat posed by climate change, the new ways it is manifesting
and the steps that experts believe need to be taken to halt or reverse it.
Complicating matters for reporters seeking to get a grasp of federal policy is Trump’s choice for
head of the Environmental Protection Agency: longtime EPA critic Scott Pruitt, who has refused
to make his calendar public, has held closed-door meetings with agriculture and energy industry
representatives and, as SEJ President Bobby Magill put it, “does not provide straight answers
about his denial of established climate science.”
That’s a sure sign there’s a tough road ahead for those on the environmental beat. As our
guest Sign-Off columnist, CBS News Senior Foreign Correspondent Mark Phillips, points
out, “Climate change is on the frontline of the war between fake news and fact.” His sage advice:
“Avoid the heat of the arguments and produce stories based on cold, hard evidence.”
A source of inspiration in a profession now forced to fight for its credibility — if not its very
survival — is the Radio Television Digital News Association, which has created the Voice of the
First Amendment Task Force to defend journalists and to hold accountable those who attempt
to disrupt or silence them. Retiring RTDNA Executive Director Mike Cavender details the
organization’s stance in his article herein.
One bright note is this issue’s look at environmental journalism education, which is ever more
robust, producing better educated and better trained students than ever.
It’s enough to make you believe that this, too, shall pass.
— Tom Gilbert, Editor
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COVER STORY

THE BIG
WORKAROUND

Covering Environmental Issues in the Trump Era
By Dinah Eng
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C

overing environmental issues when the president is openly
hostile to mainstream media and calls climate change “a
hoax” presents constant challenges to journalists charged with
covering topics from soil erosion to water pollution.
To decipher opaque federal policies, reporters are finding ways
to get information from non-government sources and officials at
the local and state levels. Describing how policies affect the public
requires more reporting finesse as people may question whether the
interviewer is going to report real or “fake” news.
Journalists say it doesn’t help that Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA) Administrator Scott Pruitt has refused to make his
calendar public, and has held closed-door meetings with agriculture
and energy industry representatives.
“Pruitt does not provide straight answers about his denial of
established climate science, and journalists are working to uncover
how that denial is affecting emissions data the EPA provides to the
public,” said Bobby Magill, president of the Society of Environmental
Journalists, a freelance writer and a former senior science writer
covering energy at Climate Central.
“EPA spokespeople rarely provide substantive information
to reporters, at least at the national level. Regional EPA public
information officers seem to be more responsive.”
He said while the George W. Bush administration had its
agenda and spun information to benefit its policies, it wasn’t openly
hostile to the facts. Under the Obama administration, he said, press
transparency took a turn for the worse, but administration officials
still presented information that attempted to adhere to the truth.
“There’s a concern that Trump wants to scrub information he
disagrees with from government websites,” Magill said. “The science
needs to remain intact, but the Trump administration may be
representing the science itself by inaccurately portraying the urgency
of climate change and the effect of greenhouse gases on the planet.”

KATE SHEPPARD

RONA KOBELL

EPA officials did not respond to requests for comment.
The opening plenary at this year’s SEJ conference will examine
“Environmental Journalism in the Trump Era” on Friday, Oct. 6 (9
a.m. to 10:30 a.m.), in the Grand Ballroom of the Wyndham Grand
Pittsburgh Downtown.
Kate Sheppard, enterprise editor of the HuffPost and lecturer at
the University of North Carolina Chapel Hill in the School of Media
and Journalism, has covered environmental issues for numerous
publications over the years, and will moderate the panel.
“As an editor, I’ve assigned stories on Scott Pruitt’s plans for
the EPA’s Superfund,” Sheppard said. “Other stories have looked
at his meeting schedules, trying to figure out who’s influencing his
decisions. We also cover what’s happening with scientific panels that
traditionally have provided oversight and feedback to the EPA.”
She said it’s often difficult to tell as a reporter whether EPA
staffers are practicing self-censorship in dealing with the press, or
actually receiving explicit directives not to talk to reporters.
“I’ve covered issues under previous administrations, which weren’t
necessarily friendly to the press,” Sheppard said, “but it’s a whole new
world now. President Trump takes an active, aggressive stance against
the media. He’s got outright disdain for reporters, and is trying to
convince the public that the media is evil.”
Rona Kobell, a staff writer for The Chesapeake Bay Journal, said
she tries to avoid interviewing EPA officials in Washington because
continued on page 32
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SEJ 2017: Up the River
Environmental Journalists Gather on Pittsburgh
Waterfront
By Tom Gilbert

S

EJ visitors to Pittsburgh are going to find themselves in a
whole new environment.
Steel City will be inundated with conversations about
environmental justice, data and investigative journalism and legal
rights for journalists as the Society of Environmental Journalists
takes over the waterfront Wyndham Grand Pittsburgh Downtown
for its 27th annual convention Oct. 4–8.

Hosted and sponsored by The University of Pittsburgh/Swanson
School of Engineering, this year’s conference is themed “Rivers of
Change,” as the host city is located at the confluence of the Allegheny
and Monongahela rivers, where the Ohio River begins. The agenda
will blend a local, post-industrial focus on the Pittsburgh region
with a strong current of national and global environmental issues,
organizers said.
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PITTSBURGH WATERFRONT. PHOTO: JOE VLAKANCIC/VISITPITTSBURGH

DON HOPEY

The SEJ confab was last
held in Pittsburgh in 2004,
and Pittsburgh PostGazette environmental
reporter Don Hopey, this
year’s conference co-chair
(with Jennifer Bogo), was
also the event’s chairman
13 years ago.
A few things have
changed
since
then,
Hopey said, adding that
that’s one reason for this
year’s “Rivers of Change”
theme.
“In 2004, the conference
host was Carnegie Mellon
University; the conference

venue was on campus in the Oakland section of the city,” Hopey
said. “This year, we’re sponsored by the University of Pittsburgh, and
taking advantage of a much more vibrant downtown area.”
Beyond the differences in physical locale, he noted, “We’re also
more than a decade further removed from the region’s industrial
past. That longer perspective gives us room to explore traditional
energy issues related to coal and its resultant air water and health
issues, as well as the big new fossil fuel issue: shale gas development,
including impacts from pipelines and construction of a massive new
gas ‘cracker’ plant just north of the city. That’s all happened since the
last conference here.”
Hopey said the confab will also examine “how this one-time
rust belt city, despite what President Trump says, has transformed
into ‘the Paris of Appalachia,’ in no small part due to a strong
environmental agenda that includes things like green building
construction, stormwater controls, driverless car technology research
and urban/local food sourcing.”
continued on page 30
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Learning the Ropes
Environmental Journalism Programs Prepare
Tomorrow’s Journalists
By Dinah Eng

E

nvironmental journalism programs have grown at colleges
and universities in the past decade, appealing to a generation
of students who are interested in covering climate change,
conservation and planetary preservation issues.
Reporting skills for an ever-changing landscape of media platforms
are being taught, as well as traditional journalistic principles like
accuracy, objectivity and verifying facts. Whether students actually
find journalism jobs in their specialty when they graduate, however,
is another matter.
Large established journalism programs — like those at Columbia
University, the University of California at Berkeley and New
York University — train students on how to tell stories in various
specialties, including science, health and the environment.
“We are trying to be platform-agnostic in our approach, so
students can have the skills to figure out which platform is best
for the story,” said Dan Fagin, director of the Science, Health and
Environmental
Reporting
Program and the Science
Communication Workshops
at NYU. “We also emphasize
the entrepreneurial aspect of
journalism these days.”
Fagin, author of “Toms
River: A Story of Science
and Salvation,” which won
the 2014 Pulitzer Prize for
General Nonfiction, said the
number of specialty reporting
jobs has decreased as
publications have cut budgets.
While most graduates
of NYU’s program still go DAN FAGIN
straight to staff reporting and
editing positions, Fagin said even the most established programs need
to adjust to the new media landscape, as environmental reporters will
increasingly work as freelancers.
“Freelancer survival has become part of the curriculum,” Fagin
said. “A good thing about the digital environment is that having
relatively low start-up costs means you can create your own future
and build your own idea.”
The Science Communication Program at the University of
California Santa Cruz is the only science writing program in the
country that requires a degree in science or engineering, and
experience in research. A maximum of 10 students are accepted
for the academic year program, which includes internships during
the year and after graduation, according to Erika Check Hayden,
director of the program.

ERIKA CHECK HAYDEN

She said the debate among environmental journalists on whether
it’s better to continue presenting both sides of an issue, or to advocate
for issues if policymakers aren’t acting on research findings, has
resulted in a course on how to cover politically contested scientific
topics.
“I’m re-orienting the program toward ways to broaden the audience
paying attention to environmental issues, and I’m intensifying our
multimedia instruction,” Hayden said.
A growing audience for coverage of environmental issues has
resulted in more demand for beat reporters who can cover topics
ranging from climate change to water pollution, said Cynthia
Barnett, Environmental Journalist in Residence at the University of
Florida College of Journalism and Communications.
A subset of science reporting, environmental journalism has
attracted increasing numbers of journalists and students to the field,
even though job trends have run hot and cold.
“The New York Times has beefed up its climate change desk,
and a number of strong publications devoted to the environment,
like
Pulitzer
Prize-winning
Inside Climate News, now
exist,” Barnett said. “Yet Climate
Central, another climate news
site with a lot of promise, recently
laid off some reporters. So the
question is whether these jobs are
just a trend, or will they still be
there in the future?”
Barnett, a book author who
specializes in water and climate,
teaches courses on environmental
journalism that attract both
CYNTHIA BARNETT
journalism students and those
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outside the J-school.
“Specialization has become extraordinarily
important given climate change and other
environmental stories that require indepth reporting,” she said. “It’s complicated
science, so you want people covering the
issue who understand the science, while also
being terrific storytellers.”
Preparing students to tell complicated
stories well is at the heart of the Michigan
State University Knight Center for
Environmental Journalism’s program for
undergraduate and graduate students. The
center also teaches working journalists how
to better report stories in the field, and runs
two non-profit news services that deal with
environmental issues in the Great Lakes
region and food security in the developing
world.
David Poulson, senior associate director of
the MSU Knight Center, said the program
is seeing an increasing number of nonjournalism students who want to learn how
to explain their work to funders, the public
and journalists. Environmental journalism
classes now may have half journalism
students and half who major in such fields
as fisheries and wildlife or environmental
studies.
“Part of this might be related to
research grants that require broader impact
statements,” Poulson said. “It’s not enough
to just create knowledge from research
continued on page 32
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The Challenge of
Changing Times
World Conference Brings Together Science Writers
By Tom Gilbert

T

he National Association of Science Writers (NASW), the
Council for the Advancement of Science Writing (CASW)
and the World Federation of Science Journalists (WFSJ) are
hosting the 10th World Conference of Science Journalists Oct. 2630 in San Francisco.
The main theme of the biennial conference, which is dubbed
WCSJ2017, is “Bridging Science and Societies,” reflecting the “vital
role of science communication and the fact that journalists interpret
science in context for diverse societies,” according to event organizers.
This year marks the first time that the conference is being held in
the U.S.

ROSALIND REID

“The U.S. groups hosting this conference were partly motivated
by the desire to learn from international colleagues,” according to
CASW Executive Director Rosalind Reid. “If the first rule of
journalism is ‘assume nothing,’ it’s especially important to have your
U.S.-based assumptions challenged by what you can learn from
international colleagues.”
Reid added, “I’m looking forward to hearing how science
journalists do their work under extraordinarily difficult circumstances.
One session focuses on some of the hostile cultural and political
environments that make the work of science reporters especially
challenging.”
As of press time, 1,075 people had registered to attend WCSJ2017,
according to NASW President Laura Helmuth, who expected
attendance to top out at 1,200. A third of the attendees at that point
were international, with more than 70 countries represented.
Helmuth said, “This meeting is a nice mix of early-career people
and those who are more established, and it will be very welcoming
to people who are interested in science writing but don’t have much
experience yet. Anyone who wants to come but thinks they aren’t
qualified to attend should think again.”
Among the conference’s featured topics: ethical issues, new
techniques for storytelling, climate and sustainability reporting, skills
for the 21st century, global health journalism, new horizons in science
and more. There will be 49 breakout sessions and 10 plenaries.
Of particular interest to Helmuth — the Washington Post’s editor
of health, science and environment — is the Power Pitch session, for
which more than 20 editors from around the world were recruited to
meet with writers who want to pitch story ideas. Helmuth, one of the
participating editors, described it as having a speed-dating format,
where writers will sign up for seven-minute sessions to have intense
one-on-one discussions with editors.
John P. Holdren, an authority on climate change science and
policy who served two terms as President Obama’s science advisor,
will address the event on the opening afternoon, urging global
investments in cost-effective remedies to avoid the worst impacts of
future climate change.
Other speakers include Mary Roach, author of “Stiff ” and
“Packing for Mars” and Ed Yong, author of “I Contain Multitudes”;
Thierry Zomahoun, CEO of the African Institute for Mathematical
Sciences; Jennifer Doudna, a CRISPR pioneer; and visual journalist
Alberto Cairo.
A range of pre-conference workshops will be offered on Oct.
25, including the 2017 Latin American Edition of the Jack F.
Ealy Science Journalism Workshop, which will bring together 50
science journalists to present hands-on training sessions to sharpen
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LAURA HELMUTH

reporting skills. Another workshop is “Feeding the World: Achieving
Sustainable Agriculture,” aimed at the broad contingent of journalists
from Africa and Asia who don’t necessarily report on agriculture as

a stand-alone topic. Other workshops are devoted to training for
student journalists, emerging infectious diseases and data analysis,
plus a symposium on ethical debates and global policy around new
genetic technologies.
Reid said that this stanza the event is experimenting with several
new endeavors, including
• The Association of Health Care Journalists’ Global Health track,
a separately organized and sponsored track within the overall WCSJ
• A student program, including fellowships for student journalists
and the production of a student news blog throughout the conference
• The New Horizons in Science program, traditionally part of
the U.S. science writers conference but never offered at a World
Conference.
WFSJ Executive Director Damien Chalaud said he is looking
forward to the “melting pot aspect” of bringing together a global
community of journalists in a time of change.
“It is a tumultuous period,” he said. “There are so many changes
in science itself. We will be addressing some of those during the
course of the conference, for example how new science is being
contextualized and made understandable for the general public —
that’s going to be a major change that will accelerate research.”
Chalaud also pointed to the professional change being experienced
by journalists themselves. “More and more of our members and
extended community of journalists are having their own challenges,”
continued on page 26
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On the Environment
Watch
Upcoming TV Programming Addressing the Issues on
Discovery, HBO and PBS
By Marc Berman

C

oncerns about our environment — Earth changes, population
and pollution, climate change and ozone deterioration, to
name a few — remain on the forefront of debate and concern.
No one is more identified with this, perhaps, than Al Gore, whose
2006 film “An Inconvenient Truth” documents his continuing efforts
to battle climate change.
More recently, Gore was criticized for “bad science, bad policy and
factual errors” by a leading climate scientist following the release of
“An Inconvenient Sequel: Truth to Power.”
And President Donald Trump has sparked more conversations
about the environment by deciding in June to take the United States

out of the Paris climate accord, ending the implementation of the
nationally determined contribution, which according to Trump
“subjects our citizens to harsh economic restrictions and fails to live
up to our environmental ideals.”
One familiar voice in the world of environmental issues, Bill Nye,
is now a fixture on Netflix via “Bill Nye Saves the World,” which
explores topics such as climate change, alternative medicine, and
video games from a scientific point of view, while also refuting myths
and anti-scientific claims.
“Saving the world turns out to be a big, complicated task, so we’re
coming back for season two,” said Bill Nye in a statement. “We want

HBO’S “HAPPENING: A CLEAN ENERGY REVOLUTION” WILL FOLLOW FILMMAKER JAMES REDFORD ACROSS THE COUNTRY AS HE DISCOVERS CLEAN
ENERGY EFFORTS.
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people to view issues in our society through
the lens of science and to be inspired and
informed about the role it plays in our
everyday lives.”
“Bill Nye Saves the World,” of course, is
only one of many such series (or specials and
documentaries) that tackle environmental
concerns. National Geographic Channel,
for example, is currently offering on demand
a documentary called “From the Ashes,”
which presents stories about what is at stake
for our economy, health and climate. And
outlets like Discovery, HBO and PBS offer
platforms for storytelling of this nature.
This year, Discovery will air an untitled
documentary in the fourth quarter, set
in Houston, Texas, and detailing how an
environmentally beneficial industry has
been built around ostensibly worthless raw
material: spent kitchen grease. Described
as a real-life illustration of the challenges
one faces in trying to achieve the American
Dream on the expanding green energy
frontier, the film will showcase the
innovators, entrepreneurs, environmentalists
and grease collectors involved. It is being
directed by Sam Wainwright Douglas, Paul
Lovelace and Jessica Wolfson.
Another film, “Happening: A Clean
Energy Revolution,” set to debut on
HBO on an undisclosed date in December,
will follow filmmaker James Redford on a
journey to discover the leading edge of clean
energy across the country. Featured will be
entrepreneurs as they reveal pioneering,
clean energy solutions resulting in new
jobs, while turning profits and making
communities stronger and healthier. The
logline: “Reaching beyond a story of
technology and innovation, director James
Redford’s discoveries underscore issues of
human resilience, social justice, embracing
the future and finding hope for humanity’s
survival.”
“I wanted to use the power of film to
inspire and engage people about one of the
easiest ways to combat Climate Change:
embracing renewable energy,” Redford said
at the AmDocs (American Documentaries)
Film Festival in Palm Springs, California,
last April. “Most people are feeling depressed
and impotent about climate change. And
most people think clean energy is puritanical
and boring. This film will change your mind.”
There
are
businesses, politicians,
nonprofits and foundations committed to
continued on page 30
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Media as the Enemy
President Trump Is Hardly the First to Declare It Such
By Mike Cavender
“Nattering Nabobs of Negativism” — Vice President Spiro Agnew
characterizing the media during a 1970 speech to California Republicans.

H

istorians consider those William Safire-written words to mark
the beginning of an on-again, off-again political war between
the media and the presidency. Agnew’s boss, Richard Nixon,
had begun to implement a strategy designed to draw attention away
from the growing problems with his administration and toward a
declaration of war against the American media.
Sound familiar?
Of course, the American press has faced criticism from
Washington politicians for about as long as our republic has been
around. But Nixon took it to a new level and did so without benefit
of such technological advancements as social media, which magnify
the messages tremendously.
But in the ’70s, some of the media reaction to Nixon’s efforts was
to roll over in an effort to mollify conservative critics. That was a
mistake because it forced Americans to begin questioning whether
the press was still willing to do its job — namely to speak truth
to power. And there is no
mission more important for
journalists.
In the Age of Trump, the
media cannot afford to placate
Washington and Americans
cannot afford to have them do
so. The stakes are too high.
This president has gone
so far as to accuse the news
media of being un-American
and lacking love for this
country. Of course, his charges
are simply ridiculous. But
what is frightening is that a
segment of Americans seems
MIKE CAVENDER
to hang on his every word
and believes that it is the
media that are responsible for the lack of progress toward, in Trumpparlance, “Making America Great Again.”
While our country was divided in the 1970s over war, race and
poverty, we seem even more divided today. Divided to the point
where a segment of the population may be driven to violence against
the media “enemy.” And that’s dangerous for everyone.
Witness a Trump rally, where the president whips up his base into
shouts of “CNN Sucks,” “Fake News” and other such vitriol — all the
while relishing in the glow of the very un-fake TV cameras belonging
to those he condemns. Trump foments agitation every time he levels
an untrue allegation against journalists.
We’ve seen the anger on the faces of some in his crowds. They

While our country was divided
in the 1970s over war, race and
poverty, we seem even more
divided today.
gesture angrily at reporters and others, who are often corralled into
confined spaces — potentially making them even easier targets for
physical attacks.
Trump’s strategy (if that’s what it is) appears to be designed to
place blame on the media for his administration’s inability, so far,
to achieve any significant legislative accomplishments. He’s also
continuously criticized his own party’s leadership in the House and
Senate, ostensibly for the same reason. It seems important to this
president, as it was to Richard Nixon, that Americans know there’s
plenty of blame to go around for the problems of this nation — but
none of that blame belongs in the Oval Office.
So how should we respond?
Simply by doing our jobs.
By committing what RTDNA calls “flagrant acts of responsible
journalism.”
As journalists, we have the opportunity every day to report
the stories that make a difference to our audiences. Whether in
Washington, DC, or Washington, Vermont, we tell them honestly
and accurately, without fear or favor. As tempting as it may be to
protest the untrue and unfair accusations that seem to be constantly
leveled at us, that energy is better channeled toward efforts to do an
even better job in providing the news and information that can help
make for more informed and empowered citizens.
But, at the same time, it’s important that professional associations
like RTDNA keep watch over those, like President Trump, who use
their bully pulpits to malign this most basic of American institutions.
To that end, we created the Voice of the First Amendment Task
Force (VFA) to lend our voice to the chorus of other journalism
organizations that have formed similar groups. It is the VFA’s
mission to speak out on behalf of electronic and all journalists and to
hold accountable those who attempt to disrupt or silence our efforts.
I came to journalism during the Watergate era and today’s events
show us clearly that history sometimes can — and does — repeat itself.
How we respond will say much about what we’ve learned from
the past.
Mike Cavender is executive director emeritus of the Radio Television
Digital News Association.
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Hurricane Wash-Out
For the Media, Harvey Was No Katrina Redux
By W. Joseph Campbell

T

welve years ago, newspaper headlines across the United States
told of chaos and anarchy that supposedly was sweeping New
Orleans in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina’s devastating
landfall.

W. JOSEPH CAMPBELL

“Anger, Anarchy, Desperation,” declared the front page of the San
Francisco Chronicle of Sept. 2, 2005.
“Crisis to Chaos,” said the Scottsdale Tribune in Arizona. “Toward
Anarchy,” cried the Waterbury Republican in Connecticut. “Descent
into Chaos,” asserted the San Diego Union-Tribune.
“Snipers fired on cops and rescue workers” in New Orleans,
reported the New York Daily News. “Gangs of looters took anything
that wasn’t nailed down.”
In New Orleans, the Times-Picayune newspaper declared on its
front page of Sept. 2, 2005, that “chaos and lawlessness rule the streets.”
The horror and mayhem that news organizations so widely
reported 12 years ago proved highly exaggerated, but it had the effect
of tainting a city and its residents at a time of their great vulnerability.
As I noted in my media-mythbusting book,” Getting It Wrong,”
the reporting of Katrina’s aftermath was no high, heroic moment in
American journalism, despite some attempts to characterize it as such.
“In the days following Katrina’s landfall,” I wrote, “news reports
described apocalyptic horror that the hurricane supposedly had
unleashed. They reported snipers firing at medical personnel. … They
told of bodies being stacked there like cordwood. They reported that
roving gangs were preying on tourists and terrorizing the occupants
of the Superdome [where hundreds of storm evacuees took shelter],
raping and killing. They said that children were victims of sexual
assault, that one 7-year-old was raped and her throat was slit. They
reported that sharks were plying the flooded streets of New Orleans.
“None of those reports was verified or substantiated.” Little of it
was true.
D-minus was a grade none too severe for the post-Katrina coverage.
“Americans depend on timely and accurate reporting, especially
during times of crisis,” a bipartisan select committee of the House of
Representatives later said in a 600-page report about the hurricane’s
continued on page 16
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Hurricane continued from page 15
aftermath, adding that “accurate reporting was among Katrina’s
many victims.
“If anyone rioted,” the report declared, “it was the media.
Many stories of rape, murder, and general lawlessness were at best
unsubstantiated, at worst simply false.”
It is useful now to recall the erroneous and exaggerated coverage
of Katrina’s aftermath because the destructive sweep of Hurricane
Harvey in southeast Texas at the end of August — and coverage
of Hurricane Irma’s wrath in September — gave rise to little such
egregious misreporting and produced few if any examples of the
media having “rioted” in their storm coverage.
For news organizations, Harvey was no Katrina.
Here are some reasons why:
• Reasonably competent public officials. In Texas, state and local
officials — including the mayor of Houston — were more credible,
knowledgeable and restrained than were senior public officials in

New Orleans. Ray Nagin, the then-mayor of New Orleans, and
Eddie Compass, the then-police commissioner, were sources for
some of the most gruesome yet erroneous reports of lawlessness in
Katrina’s immediate aftermath.
At one point, Nagin asserted that “hundreds of armed gang members”
were terrorizing evacuees inside the Superdome. The mayor said
conditions there had deteriorated to “an almost animalistic state” and
evacuees had been “in that frickin’ Superdome for five days, watching
dead bodies, watching hooligans killing people, raping people.”
Compass spoke of other horrors. “We had little babies in there, little
babies getting raped,” the police commissioner said of the Superdome
where, he claimed, police officers had been shot and wounded.
Their accounts of violence in New Orleans were widely reported —
but were almost completely without foundation. (Months later,
Compass said he passed along rumors of violence because he “didn’t
want people to think we were trying to cover anything up. So

TEXAS NATIONAL GUARD SOLDIERS ARRIVE IN HOUSTON, TEXAS TO AID CITIZENS IN HEAVILY FLOODED AREAS FROM THE STORMS OF HURRICANE
HARVEY. PHOTO: LT. ZACHARY WEST, 100TH MPAD
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mandatory evacuation as Harvey approached from the
Gulf of Mexico.
• No narrative-shifting surprises. Katrina’s aftermath
It is useful now to recall the erroneous and
was marked by a surprising and decisive turn after the
exaggerated coverage of Katrina’s aftermath
storm had passed: Not long after it appeared the city had
been spared the hurricane’s worst effects, levees protecting
because the destructive sweep of Hurricane
the city began to fail, sending floodwaters across much of
Harvey in southeast Texas at the end of
New Orleans. That development abruptly shifted news
coverage of Katrina from having escaped a close call to
August — and coverage of Hurricane Irma’s
something more grim and devastating. New Orleans was
wrath in September — gave rise to little such
mostly under water and rumors of social disintegration,
many of which made their way into news reports, soon
egregious misreporting and produced few if any
were circulating.
examples of the media having “rioted” in their
Harvey was forecast to drop upwards of 50 inches
of
rain on parts of southeastern Texas, predictions that
storm coverage.
proved largely accurate. Journalists, at least in broad terms,
knew what to expect; the absence of a narrative-altering
surprise allowed them to keep story lines trained on storm
victims,
rescues
and evacuations, without having to chase bleak
I repeated things without being substantiated, and it caused a lot
rumors of mayhem and violence.
of problems.”)
Principal controversies that arose about post-Harvey coverage
By contrast, Houston’s mayor, Sylvester Turner, projected an image
of even-tempered authority. He spoke often to the news media, focused on questions of media ethics — whether it was appropriate
for a reporter to send Twitter messages about what he considered
typically in measured and sedate tones. He didn’t preen for the
looting, and when a reporter should pull back from an on-camera
cameras, and certainly didn’t mischaracterize his city as having been
interview of a clearly distraught storm victim.
seized by violence and lawlessness. The only significant controversy
to swirl around Turner was whether he should have ordered a
continued on page 28

SCIENTIFIC EXPERTISE
AND CONTEXT ON DEADLINE

Your story
involves science.
You need an
expert, and
you need that
expert now.

SciLine is a new service for journalists
being developed by the nonprofit American
Association for the Advancement of Science,
the world’s largest general science membership
organization.
SciLine will provide real-time access to
knowledgeable and articulate scientific
experts, as well as relevant summaries of the
best evidence to date on a wide range of topics,
including health and nutrition, the environment,
genetic technologies, and much more.
Our simple mission: Strengthen journalistic
coverage of scientific findings and inform
public discourse with evidence.

INTRODUCING SCILINE:
SCIENTIFIC EXPERTISE AND
CONTEXT ON DEADLINE

Get connected to SciLine. Independent,
non-partisan, reliable.
Visit www.sciline.org or email sciline@aaas.org
for more information.
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When it comes to
environmental progress,
the United States has a
great success story to tell.
America’s air is getting
cleaner and cleaner, as
our economy grows.
Jack Gerard
President and CEO
The American Petroleum Institute

The U.S. leads the world in reduction of carbon emissions and in production and refining of
natural gas and oil. Far from a coincidence, there is a direct connection between carbon
reductions and America’s energy renaissance. Carbon emissions from power generation have
plunged to nearly 30-year lows, and more than 60 percent of those reductions have been the
result of increased use of clean and abundant natural gas.
Technological advances and investments also play a major role. Spending in the natural gas and
oil industry to improve the environmental performance of its products, facilities and operations
totals more than $321 billion since 1990. Between 2000 and 2014, a study by T2 and Associates
shows the industry invested about $90 billion in new zero- or low-emissions technologies –
more than twice that of the next closest industry sector and nearly as much as the federal
government. At API, we establish industry safety standards and disseminate best practices across
the industry, nationwide and globally, through a program accredited by the American National
Standards Institute (ANSI), the same organization that accredits several national laboratories.
Partnering with the best and brightest technical experts from government, academia, and
industry, we’ve developed almost 700 standards to enhance the safety of our workers and
protect the community and environment – including preparation for and recovery from natural
disasters like Hurricane Harvey.
Natural gas and oil touch virtually every facet of daily life – from heating our homes and fueling
transportation to manufacturing life-saving medical devices and cellphones. Developing the
United States’ energy resources is an integral part of our nation’s economic success and supports
10.3 million American jobs.
Government projections confirm we’ll need more natural gas and oil, not less, in the decades
ahead. U.S. success demonstrates we can reduce emissions and increase responsible
development of the energy that powers economies and supports modern daily living.
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Bias: It’s Complicated
Study Finds ‘Modest Correlation’ Between Journalists’
Social Networks and Ideology of Their News Content
By Greg St. Martin

I

n a new study, an interdisciplinary team of Northeastern
University researchers has found a “modest correlation” between
a journalist’s Twitter network and the ideological dimensions of
his or her news content.
The researchers emphasized that while their work doesn’t show
causation, it does represent “a crucial first step toward greater critical
examination of emerging patterns of media bias.”
“Twitter is very much the watercooler for the journalism profession
these days, and journalists spend an awful lot of time there,” said
co-author John Wihbey, assistant professor of journalism. Political
polarization and media bias are issues of intense debate today, and
Wihbey said the findings could bring more scrutiny to the way the
media sources information and publishes content. “It’s always good

GREG ST. MARTIN

to reflect on the kinds of sources we have and information inputs we
have,” he said.
Wihbey added that the study illustrates a broader issue in the
media about the need for journalists to be more in touch with
diversity of experience and views across America. He pointed to a
Nieman Lab story last year about digital news pushing the industry
into tighter geographic clusters; this new study, he said, focuses on
the narrowness of journalists’ online-social “geography.”
The research team comprised Wihbey; David Lazer, distinguished
professor of political science and computer and information science;
and postdoctoral research fellow Kenny Joseph and data scientist
Thalita Dias Coleman, who work in Lazer’s lab and Northeastern’s
Network Science Institute. Wihbey presented the team’s research
at the KDD Data Science + Journalism Workshop/Conference in
Halifax, Canada, on Aug. 14.
The researchers said their work provides, to their knowledge, the
first empirical study of journalists’ online social networks and the
connections with professional output.
“The novel aspect of our research was connecting these two modes
of data: who a journalist follows on Twitter, and what they write,”
Joseph said.
For the study, the researchers examined more than 502,000 news
articles produced by 1,047 journalists at 25 different news outlets.
The news outlets cut across a wide spectrum — the Washington
Times and Breitbart among the “heavily right-leaning”; the New
York Post, the Wall Street Journal, the Dallas Morning News and
The Oklahoman, among the “right-leaning”; The Huffington Post,
Vox and Politico among the “heavily left-leaning”; and USA Today,
Bloomberg, Buzzfeed, The New York Times and the Washington
Post among the “left-leaning.”
Not surprisingly, the data showed that overall journalists from
left-leaning outlets have a left-leaning followership, and the same
was true for reporters at right-learning news organizations. There
were some exceptions, however, such as Jeremy Peters, a New York
Times reporter who frequently covers Republicans.
The researchers determined the ideology of journalists’ Twitter
networks by developing a method that factors in the journalists,
the congressional accounts they follow, and other politically active
Twitter accounts.
As part of their methodology to assess whether reporters’ news
content was left- or right-leaning, the researchers constructed a set of
phrases that are representative of left- or right-leaning ideology. To do
this, they examined about 150,000 congressional public statements,
extracted a variety of phrases, and then scored those phrases based in
part on how often they were used and in what context.
Of the final list of 114 phrases used for their assessment, 57 were
continued on page 28
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Emerging Patterns of Media Bias
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EACH POINT IS A NEWS OUTLET. ON THE Y-AXIS, THE AVERAGE IDEOLOGICAL RATING OF ALL JOURNALISTS AT THE OUTLET AS ESTIMATED BY THE
ARTICLES THEY WROTE. ON THE X-AXIS, THE AVERAGE IDEOLOGICAL RATING OF ALL JOURNALISTS AT THE OUTLET AS DETERMINED BY WHOM
THEY FOLLOW ON TWITTER. SOURCE: NORTHEASTERN UNIVERSITY

It’s time to
restore America’s
infrastructure.

In the American Society of Civil
Engineers’ 2017 Infrastructure
Report Card, America’s
Infrastructure received a D+.

Aging, underperforming infrastructure hurts the
national economy and costs hardworking Americans
through wasted time and fuel, costly vehicle repairs,
lost work hours, and drained disposable income.
America’s infrastructure challenges are significant,
but solvable. While some progress has been made,
more needs to be done to compensate for decades
of inaction and underinvestment.

Learn more about the Infrastructure Report Card and be part of the solution by visiting
www.InfrastructureReportCard.org and downloading the Save America’s Infrastructure app.
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SEJ AWARDS FOR REPORTING ON THE ENVIRONMENT

SEJ’s Top Award Winners
Focus on Water Waste, Lead Levels and Life Underwater
By Tom Gilbert

O

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.
Nineteen winners in seven categories were selected this year from
nearly 400 submissions. First-place winners receive $500, a trophy
and a certificate. Second- and third-place winners receive a certificate.
Winners will be celebrated on Friday, Oct. 6, during a luncheon
at the Wyndham Grand Pittsburgh Downtown in conjunction with
SEJ’s 27th annual conference.
Here we present a close-up look at the judges’ responses to the
first-place winners. For a complete list of winners, see page 24.

KEVIN CARMODY AWARD FOR OUTSTANDING INDEPTH REPORTING, LARGE MARKET:
“THE WET PRINCES OF BEL AIR” BY LANCE
WILLIAMS, MICHAEL COREY AND KATHARINE
MIESZKOWSKI FOR REVEAL FROM THE CENTER FOR
INVESTIGATIVE REPORTING
The judges praised the “creative data mining and tenacious
reporting” that went into this four-part exposé about Southern
California moguls who used hundreds of millions of gallons of water
on their lushly landscaped estates during the worst drought in the
state’s recorded history. While the state of California would release
the names and addresses of ordinary citizens who violated drought
water use laws, there were no laws against using enormous amounts
of water, and it refused to release the names or addresses of those
who did. As a result of the series — which named names based
on research using satellite photographs, vegetation algorithms and
deep dives into residential records — “embarrassed water hogs cut
their consumption by as much as 12 percent, and state lawmakers
instituted fines for excessive water use.” The judges concluded that
it was “compellingly written” and “an inspiring example for other
journalists to not take ‘no’ for an answer when public officials hide
behind a restrictive interpretation of public records laws.”
KEVIN CARMODY AWARD FOR OUTSTANDING INDEPTH REPORTING, SMALL MARKET:
“TOXIC ARMORIES” BY ROB DAVIS FOR THE
OREGONIAN/OREGONLIVE
Deeming this “the very model of an effective environmental
investigation,” the judges cited this look into the toxic lead levels
in National Guard armories around the country for its immediate
results: about 1,000 armories underwent new rounds of testing,
armories in seven states shut their doors and two states offered

voluntary blood testing to soldiers — all “before the Oregonian had
published a word.” They concluded, “Days after the series ran, the
Guard closed its toxic armories to community groups; armories are
typically used as community gathering places for weddings, dances
and classes. Without the Oregonian’s effort, it’s hard to see how this
cleanup would have occurred.”
OUTSTANDING BEAT REPORTING, LARGE MARKET:
ENVIRONMENT BEAT REPORTING BY CRAIG WELCH
FOR NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC
The judges praised Craig Welch for his “mastery” of the beat that
produced “compelling, cutting edge journalism,” specifically citing his
piece on rising sea temperatures, which “provided an understanding
of why the phenomenon may be occurring and what warmer water
has done to marine life,” and breaking news coverage of the discovery
of a new species of whale. Praising his “crisp writing style and
attention to detail,” “compelling and unforgettable storytelling” and
“deep knowledge of place and scientific import,” they concluded that
the reporting was “rich, rich, rich.”
OUTSTANDING BEAT REPORTING, SMALL MARKET:
ENVIRONMENTAL REPORTING IN TEXAS BY
NAVEENA SADASIVAM FOR TEXAS OBSERVER
Sadasivam’s work “stands out on every level,” the judges wrote.
“Her stories from Texas are a peek into corners of environmental
policy where few others have looked. In one, she tells the bizarre
tale of a man who used his DJ pseudonym to hide his identity and
swindle a permit from the Army Corps of Engineers, and the lack
of recourse the government had afterward. Another relays the risk
the Texas government takes with taxpayers’ money by allowing
coal mines to insure themselves against liabilities.” They went on to
praise her “direct and lively” writing and her ability to imbue her
longer stories with “a sense of clarity and lightness that carries the
reader forward.” They concluded her reporting was “environmental
journalism that elucidates important and under-covered issues while
also telling a compelling, digestible story.”
OUTSTANDING FEATURE STORY:
“THE STRANGE CASE OF TENNIE WHITE” BY
SHARON LERNER FOR THE INTERCEPT
In the judges’ words, this was “a well-researched, finely written
and disturbing investigation of contamination and injustice near a
chemical plant in Mississippi.” They praised Lerner for showing that
while federal prosecutors jailed environmental scientist and advocate
continued on page 26
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SEJ AWARDS FOR REPORTING ON THE ENvIRONMENT
Winners: SEJ 16th Annual Awards for Reporting on the Environment
Kevin Carmody award for
outstanding in-depth
reporting, Large marKet
FIRST PLACE
“The Wet Princes of Bel Air” by
Lance Williams, Michael Corey and
Katharine Mieszkowski for Reveal
from The Center for Investigative
Reporting
SECOND PLACE
“Toxic City” by Barbara Laker, Wendy
Ruderman, Dylan Purcell and
Jessica Griffin for The Philadelphia
Inquirer, Daily News and Philly.com
THIRD PLACE
“Beyond Flint” by Laura Ungar,
Alison Young and Mark Nichols for
USA Today Network newspapers
Kevin Carmody award for
outstanding in-depth
reporting, smaLL marKet
FIRST PLACE
“Toxic Armories” by Rob Davis for
The Oregonian/OregonLive
SECOND PLACE
“Unwell Water” by Kyle Bagenstose
and Jenny Wagner for The
Intelligencer
THIRD PLACE
“Pacific Outpost” by Anita
Hofschneider, Dan Lin and Cory
Lum for Honolulu Civil Beat
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outstanding Beat
reporting, Large marKet
FIRST PLACE
Environment beat reporting by Craig
Welch for National Geographic
SECOND PLACE
Illegal wildlife trade beat reporting
by Rachel Nuwer for National
Geographic, The New York Times
and PBS Nature
THIRD PLACE
“Tribal Energy Issues” by Ellen
Gilmer for E&E News
outstanding Beat
reporting, smaLL marKet
FIRST PLACE
Environmental reporting in Texas
by Naveena Sadasivam for Texas
Observer
SECOND PLACE
“Race, Inclusion and Environmental
Justice” by Glenn R. Nelson for The
Trail Posse, High Country News,
HCN Syndication
THIRD PLACE
“Western New York’s Environmental
Woes” by Dan M. Telvock for
Investigative Post
outstanding feature
story
FIRST PLACE
“The Strange Case of Tennie White”
by Sharon Lerner for The Intercept
SECOND PLACE
“The Uncertain Future of Puffin for
Dinner” by Cheryl Katz for Hakai
Magazine
THIRD PLACE
“Hawaii’s Crazy War Over Zombie
Cats” by Paul Kvinta for Outside
magazine

outstanding expLanatory
reporting
FIRST PLACE
“Carbon Wars” by Jamie Smith
Hopkins, Jim Morris, Jie Jenny
Zou, Chris Zubak-Skees (CPI);
Greg Gilderman, Neil Katz,
Jonathan Schienberg, Luis de
Leon and Tik Root (weather.
com); and Mathieu Skene, Hanaan
Sarhan, Sweta Vohra, Jacquelynne
Causey, Josh Rushing, Joel Van
Haren, Warwick Meade and Luke
Rohwrer (Al Jazeera English), for
publicintegrity.org, weather.com,
Al Jazeera English, USA Today
Network outlets
SECOND PLACE
“Chemical Breakdown” by Matt
Dempsey, Mark Collette and Susan
Carroll for Houston Chronicle
THIRD PLACE
“Every Other Breath: Hidden Stories
of Climate Change” by Tony
Bartelme for The (Charleston,
S.C.) Post and Courier
raCheL Carson
environment BooK award
FIRST PLACE
“Unlatched: The Evolution of
Breastfeeding and the Making of a
Controversy” by Jennifer Grayson,
published by HarperCollins
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SEJ Awards continued from page 22
Tennie White for a petty sampling infraction, regulators were slow
to acknowledge and remediate the contamination — and how the
corporate polluter, Kerr-McGee, restructured in order to avoid its
environmental liabilities. And in the end, none of those responsible
for the pollution were imprisoned, a pattern that Lerner noted is
consistent with other large-scale environmental disasters, like the
Deepwater Horizon oil spill. “An excellent feature all around that
not only is a good read, but provokes outrage and action,” the SEJ
jury concluded.
OUTSTANDING EXPLANATORY REPORTING:
“CARBON WARS” BY JAMIE SMITH HOPKINS, JIM
MORRIS, JIE JENNY ZOU, CHRIS ZUBAK-SKEES
(CPI); GREG GILDERMAN, NEIL KATZ, JONATHAN
SCHIENBERG, LUIS DE LEON AND TIK ROOT
(WEATHER.COM); AND MATHIEU SKENE, HANAAN
SARHAN, SWETA VOHRA, JACQUELYNNE CAUSEY,
JOSH RUSHING, JOEL VAN HAREN, WARWICK MEADE
AND LUKE ROHWRER (AL JAZEERA ENGLISH),
FOR PUBLICINTEGRITY.ORG, WEATHER.COM, AL
JAZEERA ENGLISH, USA TODAY NETWORK OUTLETS
The judges found this multimedia series spotlighting the nation’s
worst climate polluters and why US officials face certain limitations
in their ability to respond “gripping,” with “an alluring mix of
analytical and deeply human” storytelling. “With each installment in
the series, the reporters continue to push the conversation forward,
offering new thoroughly reported examples of regulatory weaknesses
and cases of damaging pollution,” they concluded.

RACHEL CARSON ENVIRONMENT BOOK AWARD:
UNLATCHED: THE EVOLUTION OF BREASTFEEDING
AND THE MAKING OF A CONTROVERSY” BY
JENNIFER GRAYSON
The judges’ verdict: “In her beautifully written and deeply
researched book, Jennifer Grayson shows how North America
and other parts of the world have been conditioned to accept
manufactured formula as a viable — even preferred — substitute for
breastfeeding. Judges saw parallels between ‘Unlatched’ and equally
legitimate questions raised by Rachel Carson in her landmark 1962
book, ‘Silent Spring,’ which showed how people were conditioned to
accept the pesticide DDT as safe.” They lauded the book’s “masterful
prose and hard-hitting journalism” and agreed “‘Unlatched’ is an eyeopening book for broad audiences — not only expectant parents and
nursing mothers.”

Changing Times continued from page 11

DAMIEN CHALAUD

he noted. “More and more
freelancers are performing a
balancing act between being one
day a journalist and the next day
perhaps a public information
officer.”
It’s evident that sharing
experiences with others in the
same field can help attendees
cope with and adapt to such
change.
“Science writer meetings
are often inspirational and
refreshing — which is a little
counterintuitive, because they’re

also physically exhausting because we start early, go late and mingle
more than most of us do all year,” Helmuth said. “At the most abstract
level, I hope people come away with a sense that they are part of a
much larger community than we realize. I hope people appreciate
that the work we all do as science communicators is important
throughout the world.”
Reid added, “We hope everyone will return home with new
skills for 21st-century science journalism, useful connections with
colleagues around the globe, a new sense of energy and community
to recharge their batteries, and ideas and material for future stories.
We especially hope our international colleagues will forge stronger
connections with US-based publications. Science is a global
enterprise, and cross-border reporting on issues such as gene editing
and climate is essential.”
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NATAS Scholarships are competitive and those
who have received this support are making a difference,
upholding the highest standards in the industry.
You can make a difference by encouraging and supporting these
gifted high school and college students by making a donation
to our Foundation that funds our five major scholarships.
THE NATIONAL ACADEMY OF TELEVISION
ARTS AND SCIENCES FOUNDATION

The National Academy of Television Arts and Sciences is a professional association
dedicated to the advancement of television and related electronic media and best known
for its Emmy Awards that recognize excellence in a number of categories.
The Academy has 19 local chapters that award Emmys for regional excellence and
sponsor programs, seminars and award high school and college scholarships. In addition,
the National Organization, through its non-profit Foundation, awards scholarships to
outstanding high school seniors who intend to pursue a baccalaureate degree
in communications with emphasis on any aspect of the television industry.

SCHOLARSHIPS
RANDY FALCO SCHOLARSHIP ($10,000)
Awarded to a Hispanic or Latino student pursuing a career
in any aspect of the television industry.
JIM MCKAY MEMORIAL SCHOLARSHIP ($10,000)
Awarded to a student pursuing a career in sports television.
DOUGLAS W. MUMMERT SCHOLARSHIP ($10,000)
Awarded to a student pursuing a career in any aspect of the television
industry, who has made a positive impact through community service.
MIKE WALLACE MEMORIAL SCHOLARSHIP ($10,000)
Awarded to a student pursuing a career in television journalism.
NATAS TRUSTEES’ SCHOLARSHIP ($10,000)
Awarded to a student pursuing a career in any aspect
of the television industry.

MAKE CHECKS PAYABLE TO: The NATAS Foundation
SEND TO: NATAS Foundation, 1697 Broadway, Suite 404, New York, New York 10019
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Bias continued from page 20
left-leaning and 57 were right-leaning. Among the top “left-leaning”
phrases were “LGBT,” “bigotry” and “voting rights act”; among
the top “right-leaning” phrases were “bureaucrats,” “overreach” and
“illegal immigrants.”
Then, the researchers analyzed the usage of these terms in
journalists’ news content to scale how left- or right-leaning their
coverage was.
While the researchers found “a clear correlation between the
ideology of the journalist’s Twitter network and the ideology of his
or her writing,” they underscored several notable outliers.
For example, The New York Times reporter David Sanger focuses
heavily on national security and military affairs and wouldn’t be
characterized as particularly partisan among media observers. But
the researchers’ analysis put Sanger among the most right-leaning
media producers, even though his Twitter network leaned left. There
were “a substantial number” of other journalists, the researchers said,
whose content leaned right but whose Twitter followership leaned left.
What’s more, the researchers wrote, the study can’t fully account
for “confounding variables” such as a journalist’s beat — which would
demand the reporter be embedded deeper in specific ideological
communities as part of his or her sourcing and research.
The authors noted that previous research has suggested journalists
as a whole tend to lean more left and that reporters are generally
concentrated in metropolitan areas, which tend to vote more liberally.
These factors could help explain why their social networks skew in
that direction.

Not surprisingly, the data
showed that overall journalists
from left-leaning outlets have
a left-leaning followership,
and the same was true for
reporters at right-learning
news organizations.
The researchers added that the findings give tentative evidence
to impartiality remaining strong in journalistic culture, despite
criticisms that journalists are mostly liberal and are therefore biased.
“The relationship between social networks and work output of
journalists is complex and evolving, and the moderate correlation and
obvious exceptions found point to that reality,” they wrote.
This article originally appeared on News@Northeastern (news.
northeastern.edu).

Hurricane continued from page 17
• Dubious memes were quickly debunked. An image of a shark
plying floodwaters in Texas received a brief and apparently credulous
mention on the Fox News Channel, but the photograph soon was
exposed as fake. For a time, the Washington Post’s “Intersect” blog
kept a running list of storm-related hoaxes and exaggerations that
appeared on social media. Such compilations helped keep a lid on
the over-the-top stuff.
Social media platforms — most of which hadn’t been developed
in 2005 — seemed to have performed fairly well, overall. Notably,
Facebook and Twitter became in Harvey’s aftermath lifelines for
storm victims and their families.
• Stirring images. Some of the most memorable photographs of
Harvey were not of agony and grim misery (like the Times-Picayune
front page of Sept. 2, 2005) but were heartening — such as the
one of a Houston police SWAT officer striding in knee-deep flood
water, carrying woman who was cradling her 13-month-old son. The
image was taken by an Associated Press photographer and became
“a symbol of the storm and rescue efforts,” as a Houston television

station described it.
The AP photographer, David J. Phillip, captured another
memorable image of the storm — a panorama of a flooded Houston
boulevard where a swarm of human forms confronted the waters in
a tableau of evident grit, resilience, and aquatic rescue. The photo at
once testified to turmoil the hurricane had created and to an absence
of turmoil in response.
The post-landfall coverage of Harvey may not have been
magnificent, but in all it didn’t merit a D-minus.
I’d give it a B, at least.
W. Joseph Campbell, a former professional journalist, is a professor
of communication at American University in Washington, D.C. He is
the author of six books, including “Getting It Wrong: Debunking the
Greatest Myths in American Journalism” (University of California Press,
2010 and 2017), and “1995: The Year the Future Began” (University of
California Press, 2015). This essay first appeared at Campbell’s Media
Myth Alert blog. His Twitter handle is @wjosephcampbell.
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SEJ Overview continued from page 7
This
year,
added
emphasis is being placed
on environmental justice,
with an opening plenary
at the August Wilson
Center
for
African
American Culture and a
complementary track that
spans the conference.
Additional sessions will
address the convergence
of science, policy, politics
and social media, and
how that mash-up has
muddied journalists’ jobs
covering the environment.
Also to be explored are
the evolving mainstream
media,
the
roiling
freelance landscape and
advocacy
journalism
YEAR’S SEJ CONFERENCE IS THEMED “RIVERS OF CHANGE” OWING TO PITTSBURGH’S LOCATION AT THE
against a background of THIS
CONFLUENCE OF THE ALLEGHENY AND MONONGAHELA RIVERS. CREDIT: JEFF GREENBERG/VISITPITTSBURGH
“alternative facts” that
has made professional
Hopey is hopeful that in addition to gaining new information,
navigation both more difficult and daunting, but ever more crucial.
contacts and perspectives on environmental topics, and a better and
“Climate change will be a bigger focus than at the last one [in
fuller of understanding environmental issues in Pittsburgh and the
2004],” Hopey said, adding, “We’ll also be offering a bunch of ‘how
region, conference attendees will leave the gathering inspired and
to’ journalism craft sessions that look at how to cover the EPA and
rejuvenated.
an administration that has been less than open with information
“I hope that in this time when journalism is denigrated and
about policy and regulatory changes, and how to stay safe in the field
journalists are insulted at the highest level of our government,
covering protests and demonstrations.”
we can all come away renewed and energized in our professional
Recently added to the agenda is a discussion panel that will focus
commitments by the camaraderie, support, fellowship and friendship
on a wide range of Hurricane Harvey issues: flooding, chemical
on display at SEJ,” he said.
plants, zoning, sprawl and development disaster response.

Media continued from page 13
fighting climate change with renewable energy,” he added. “This film
is meant to help them carry that message to their communities.”
PBS, the home of the “NOVA” franchise, has three upcoming
episodes in the fourth quarter of the year tailored to the environment:
“Killer Volcanoes” (Oct. 25), “Killer Hurricanes” (Nov. 1) and
“Killer Floods” (Nov. 8) From the ancient debris left in their wake,
featured scientists will piece together exactly what happened, tackling
the questions of how big the disaster was, how long it lasted, what is
destroyed, and how it changed the planet. Each of the disasters will
be recreated in extreme detail, addressing what would happen if they
struck today and what effects they would have on global cities.

In 2018, “NOVA” will feature “Living with the Weather Machine,”
which will address the origins of the biggest environmental crisis of
our time, global warming, predicting how it will impact our future.
The logline: “Scientists say the world has been warming, and we are
starting to see symptoms such as melting glaciers, rising sea levels,
more extreme weather and ocean acidification. But how do they
know this is happening, and that human activity is causing it? What
is the evidence? And what can be done about it?”
The date and time of “Living with the Weather Machine” are yet
to be announced.
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Educators continued from page 9
anymore. So storytelling skills are important for researchers to
explain what they’ve discovered and how it makes a difference in
the world.”
Poulson notes that as the media industry tries to figure out where
journalism is going, it’s important to teach traditional journalistic
values — fairness, accuracy and transparency — in a variety of places
to maintain them.

Independent journalism remains the core of what the center does,
he noted, but teaching those values to future researchers and scientists
also helps ensure that they live on.
“Every couple of years, I have to significantly re-think what I’m
going to teach, in terms of the technology,” Poulson said, “but the
values should be taught and applied, no matter what the story is.”

Workaround continued from page 4
they tend to answer in emails, or not at all. Instead, she turns to state
and county officials who often provide more direct answers.
If EPA scientists are not available to interview, she recommends
contacting academic scientists at universities who do similar work
for information. Talking to those directly affected by regulations is
particularly important.
“I spend a lot of time in the field, talking to farmers and fishermen,
who have a different opinion on regulations than environmentalists
might,” Kobell said. “People who work on the water see changes in
temperature, salinity and movement every day.
“There’s an intelligence that comes from working the water and

WENONAH HAUTER

being out in nature that’s different from the intelligence of researchers
looking at ice caps in Greenland. We haven’t done enough to listen to
people with a different perspective, or to figure out why they don’t see
what we see and come together.”
She notes that since Trump’s election, people question her
differently.
“I had one person who asked, ‘Do you report real news or fake
news?’ “ Kobell said. “I was on a fishing boat and answered as politely
as I could. I said, ‘If I were going to make things up, why would I
get up at 6 a.m. to talk to you about what it’s like fishing out here?’ “
Kobell said that kind of suspicion is not unique to Trump
supporters. Many people think of the media as one monolithic
entity, she said, and it’s getting more challenging to interview
those who have a distrust of government, newspapers and often
environmentalists, as well.
The partisan divide has created an atmosphere where “people are
wedded to what they see as true, and don’t want to see another side,”
she said. “There’s a fluid definition of facts now when something is
not seen as their version of the truth.”
Wenonah Hauter, founder and executive director of Food & Water
Watch and Food & Water Action Fund, is a veteran organizer and
activist who has run public interest campaigns on food, water, energy
and environmental issues.
She said political partisanship has created a decline in how the
EPA has been allowed to protect the environment over the years, but
under the Trump administration, things have worsened exponentially.
“The EPA now has no commitment to enforcing environmental
laws,” Hauter said. “When you work in the public interest, you’re
used to having lobbyists with power and influence. Under Trump,
officials are in place who help industries get exactly what they want.
Scott Pruitt is running the EPA as an extension of the oil industry.”
Hauter said with all the media consolidation, budget cuts
and layoffs that have occurred in the last few years, coverage of
environmental issues has taken a backseat to politics.
“Journalists need to be aggressive with their reporting,” Hauter
said. “That’s what’ll get our democracy back on the right path.
Constantly decrying the media and accusing people of reporting fake
news will catch up with the president.”
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SIGN-OFF

Sticking to Science
The Need to Produce Stories Based on Cold,
Hard Evidence
By Mark Phillips

T

he park ranger in the Virunga Mountains of Rwanda seemed
confused when he first saw us.
“Where are the rest of you?” he asked.
We were the default, modern, network news trio: a one-manband cameraman, a producer-stroke-tripod carrier and me, a
correspondent-stroke-other stuff carrier.
The ranger looked up to where we needed to climb, where the
slopes of the volcanic peaks disappeared into the clouds.
“We’d better get you some porters,” he said.
We had come to these mountains along the
wild border between Rwanda, Uganda and the
Democratic Republic of Congo in search of the
endangered mountain gorilla, which climate change
is making even more endangered. Rainfall patterns
are changing. The local human population has
been forced to climb up into gorilla country, where
they’re not supposed to go, in search of clean water.
Once there, they set snares for the abundant wildlife
in the national park. Inevitably, gorillas get caught,
indirect victims of climate change.
“How long are you here?” the ranger asked.
MARK PHILLIPS
“Just today,” I told him.
“When David Attenborough was here,” he said,
“there were a dozen of them and they stayed six weeks.”
BBC wildlife films are the world standard, but to cover the climate
change story for network news, you’ve got to travel light and be
nimble. And you’ve got to be lucky.
I had been to the area before, but always in search of more
conventional news. I had come during the Rwandan genocide when
the roadsides were lined with rotting corpses. And I had passed
through on the way to cover the endless civil war in the DRC. Those
were hard news stories and intrepid enough adventures. And they
were the kind of story networks traditionally spend money on. This
trip was different and risky in another way.
Covering climate change is complicated, expensive and often a
crapshoot. You might not find the gorillas if they choose not to be
found. The weather can close in so you can’t see much even if you do
find them. And the story is a political minefield. There is no avoiding
the awkward business of tying cause to effect. Rainfall patterns may
be changing, but notwithstanding the overwhelming weight of
scientific analysis, skeptics remain skeptical. Climate change is on
the frontline of the war between fake news and fact.
In the CBS News “Climate Diaries” series, we have struggled
with this disconnect. Our response has been to stay away from the

political arguments and stick to the science. To avoid the heat of the
arguments and produce stories based on cold, hard evidence.
Are the glaciers of Greenland or Antarctica receding? Yes, they
are. Is the permafrost of the Svalbard archipelago in Norway’s high
arctic thawing and releasing its stored carbon? Yes, it is. Are tropical
parasites moving into warming temperate agricultural regions that
were formerly free of them? Yes, they are. Is there a correlation
between the carbon that has been released into the atmosphere since
the fossil-fueled industrial revolution and rising
temperatures? Yes, there is.
Documenting the evidence of a changing climate,
however, gets boring after a while. What is more fun
is the next question that is being begged: “What is
being done about it?”
On the Danish island of Samso, we found it’s
not only possible to go completely carbon neutral,
it’s possible to make living on renewable energy
alone profitable. On an experimental farm in
the Netherlands, we found they have discovered
varieties of vegetables that grow in saline soil and
that have offered new hope to third-world farmers
who had given up trying to grow anything on their
increasingly salty land. In Norway, we found a
government program that has proved so successful in encouraging
the conversion to electric cars that a quarter of all newly registered
vehicles are now battery powered. Enlightened self-interest is a
beautiful thing.
The challenge, as ever, is to turn worthy subject matter into good
TV — not always easy when your main character is a glacier. Luckily,
however, the world of climate science is full of amusing people. The
potato whisperer, who runs that farm in Holland, says he discovered
salt-tolerant varieties by listening to the vegetables when they spoke
to him. The captain of an Antarctic expedition cruise ship says his
guests come to see the penguins, but leave “humming the ice.”
And, Abel Musana, that park ranger in Rwanda? It so happened
we were there on the eve of the U.S. presidential election. As we
climbed the muddy trails he asked, “Who will win?”
“It’s close, but it looks like Hillary,” I said, echoing the conventional
wisdom at the time.
“In Rwanda,” he smiled, “We’ve learned never to count on anything.”
Especially lately, that is good advice in our line of work.
Mark Phillips is the senior foreign correspondent for CBS News and
reports regularly on climate change issues in his “Climate Diaries” series.
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