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As journalists worked overtime covering a host of harrowing disasters 
in recent months, Dan Shelley was battling for them on another front. � e 
executive director of the Radio Television Digital News Association, and 
some of that organization’s other leaders, made personal pleas to a handful 
of ecommerce executives, including Je   Bezos, asking them to take down 
T-shirts and other merchandize with the words: “Rope. Tree. Journalist. 
Some Assembly Required.”

� e how-to-kill-a-journalist type of merch � rst gained notoriety at 
a Donald Trump rally late in the 2016 election cycle. And it still keeps 

showing up on Etsy, Walmart, eBay and Amazon’s sites. “It’s like Whac-A-Mole. Every time 
they pop up, we’re trying to get them down,” Shelley said.  Mostly, they’ve succeeded.

As Shelley wrote in a letter to Etsy CEO Josh Silverman, “More than 800 journalists have 
reported being physically assaulted, threatened, harassed and otherwise impeded” this year. 
� at's according to the U.S. Press Freedom Tracker. “� e overwhelming majority of these 
incidents have occurred since the late-May death of George Floyd.”

� e RTDNA’s e  orts increases my already deep gratitude not only for that organization, but 
others as well. As Celia Wexler’s cover story makes clear, journalists covering the environment 
face increasing roadblocks as they try to uncover the truth. � e Society of Environmental 
Journalists has had their backs for 30 years now. Its awards; most auspicious anniversary; and 
conference are all focuses in this issue.

� ere’s also an excellent article from Dave Spratt, CEO of the Institute for Journalism & 
Natural Resources, who shares some perspective on the thorny issue of environmental racism. 
And circling back to the RTDNA, Mike Cavender has contributed an insightful column about 
how COVID-19 and environmental coverage relate to each other.

Also check out Debra Kaufman’s story on how to improve reporting skills while social 
distancing; Marc Berman’s update on nature programming; and Mario Alejandro Ariza’s 
amusing and passion-� lled column about how his new book on Miami’s environmental 
misfortunes came to be.

It seems like there’s never been a more critical time to join each other’s camp� res and help 
each other out. For some, it’s a matter of life and well being.

  —  Janet Stilson, Editor
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Blocked, But Resolute
 
Three Environmental Journalists Find Their Way Around 
Increasing Barriers as They Expose New Information

By Celia Wexler

“I DON’T KNOW THAT JOE BIDEN HAS A FIRM GRASP OF THE NATIONAL ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY ACT, BUT HIS STAFFERS DO," SAID ADAM ATON OF 
E&E NEWS. ATON'S PRIOR WORK COVERING THE DEPARTMENT OF INTERIOR COMES IN HANDY AS HE COVERS BIDEN ON THE CAMPAIGN TRAIL.

COVER STORY

If you are an environmental reporter, you would not be blamed for 
calling 2020, “�e Year of Living Dangerously.” �e pandemic 
stalked your every move in the �eld, and may have benched you 

in your bedroom o¦ce for months at a time. 
You might have faced in-person or online harassment from 

climate change skeptics like President Donald Trump, who has 
called journalists “the enemy of the people.”

And then there was the grinding cycle of bad news as the current 
White House unraveled years of environmental protections, so many 
that �e New York Times and other media outlets started to keep 
running tallies of rules gutted or eliminated. 

�is is the story of three environmental reporters and how they 
have fared this year. Each covers the news from a di erent vantage 
point, and each has faced new challenges this year.

In 2013, Elizabeth McGowan won a Pulitzer Prize for her 
reporting on an oil spill in Michigan, “�e Dilbit Disaster: Inside 
the Biggest Oil Spill You Never Heard Of.”  She’s also author of the 
book “Outpedaling ‘�e Big C’: My Healing Cycle Across America,” 
released in September by Bancroft Press.

A reporter based in Washington, D.C., for years she covered the 
federal government, “running around Capitol Hill, chasing after 
legislators, tracking pieces of legislation.”
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But the Trump administration’s unraveling of environmental 
protections was too much for her, she said. Citing New York Times 
reporter Lisa Friedman, who once said that her work had become 
“writing obituaries” for the environment, McGowan said she “voted 
with my feet.” 

As she explained, “At this stage in my career, I need to see some 
solutions.” She found “the action” at the state level. Governors are 
investing in renewable energy, reducing methane emissions, turning 
their electric grids into “100% clean energy” and looking at the 
transportation sector, another major source of pollution. 

“�is is where things can actually happen,” McGowan said. 
She acknowledges that 
state policies likely are 
not as e ective as federal 
reforms would be. But 
state e orts are “the lifeline 
that’s keeping the country 
progressing in these bizarre 
times.”

While the Trump White 
House has not been shy 
about criticizing the media, 
things got even more 
personal for the nonpro�t 
news organization, the Bay 
Journal, where Tim Wheeler 
is senior writer and associate 
editor. 

�e publication, which covers environmental issues crucial to the 
Chesapeake Bay watershed, reaches 100,000 readers a month. Since 
its founding in 1991, the Bay Journal has relied on the support of the 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). But in 2017, the agency 
announced it would be cancelling its multi-year contract with the 
publication. 

�e Journal doesn’t do a lot of political reporting, Wheeler said. 
But it does cover what the government does. �e administration 
“didn’t like that we were reporting on their e orts to cut EPA 
funding and Bay restoration funding,” Wheeler said.  EPA “pays a 
sizable chunk of our budget,” he adds. 

Fortunately, environmental groups in the region were outraged 

by the threatened loss of funding, and then-EPA administrator 
Scott Pruitt, questioned about it during a meeting of the Senate 
Environment and Public Works Committee, said that the 
cancellation was “under reconsideration.” �e Bay Journal did not 
lose its EPA support.  

But that hasn’t solved other problems, Wheeler said. Like many 
journalists, Bay Journal reporters are �nding it increasingly di¦cult 
to get access to information from federal agencies.

Wheeler chairs the Society of Environmental Journalists’ Freedom 
of Information Task Force and has heard many complaints from 
reporters who have been stonewalled. Agency responses to Freedom 
of Information requests “have really slowed down” during Trump’s 
term and access hadn’t been “that great” during the Obama years, 
he said. 

“COVID-19 has added an extra dimension,” Wheeler added. 
Agencies have been using the pandemic as an excuse for responding 
to requests for information more slowly or not at all. 

�e task force has been busier this year than any previous year 
in his memory. But he perceives that as a good sign. It means that 
reporters are not giving up when they are denied information. 

�e pandemic has also meant that public meetings and conferences 
are taking place virtually, and that’s also presented di¦culties, Wheeler 
said. Often when agency 
public information o¦cers 
withhold information, 
it had been possible to 
buttonhole agency sta  at 
meetings, or to meet the 
citizens who raise concerns 
at public hearings. Even 
getting an identi�cation 
for a citizen or the spelling 
of a last name is impossible 
when it happens remotely, 
he said.

Despite the risks, Wheeler 
is going out into the �eld 
wherever he can. “Especially 
now, we can’t forget the 
communities a ected by environmental injustice,” he said. “We need 
to be reaching out to them in a safe way, �nding out how they’re 
doing, and whether their stories are being told.” 

�ere’s nothing apolitical about the work Adam Aton does. 
He’s covering the presidential campaign for E&E News, focused 
on Democratic presidential candidate Joe Biden. But he’s grateful 
that his beat was formerly the Department of Interior. �at policy 
knowledge, he said, adds depth to his coverage.

“I don’t know that Joe Biden has a �rm grasp of the National 
Environmental Policy Act [NEPA], but his sta ers do, and I 
have a pretty good grasp of it,” he observed. So he’s better able to 
understand and assess the candidate’s policy proposals, and convey 
that in his stories.

TIM WHEELER

continued on page 6

Climate change efforts at the 

state level are “the lifeline that’s 

keeping the country progressing 

in these bizarre times.” 
-Elizabeth McGowan, independent journalist

ELIZABETH MCGOWAN
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Nevertheless, like so many of his campaign peers, Aton has been 
stymied by the pandemic. He always tries to talk to actual voters, 
he said, something he relished doing before the Iowa primaries. He 
went to °ood-ravaged communities and found the experience “really 
heartbreaking.” He talked to people who had “lost everything and had 
very little faith that anyone would come to help them.” 

He got new insights into a federal agency he hadn’t considered 
before: the Army Corps of Engineers. �ey’re the people who decide 
how to channel °ood water, and their decisions a ect which lands face 
devastation and which are spared.

“It made me realize these things are worth paying attention to, 
and asking the candidates 
about,” Aton said. 

In the run-up to Super 
Tuesday, Aton did similar 
reporting in California, 
seeking out voters “in the 
path of wild�res” or living 
in other environmentally 
vulnerable locations. He 
wanted to �nd people 
who would not necessarily 
show up at political rallies 
because they weren’t that 
politically involved. He 
found them by knocking 
on doors, being “face to 
face with dozens of people 
a day.” While some people 

were unresponsive, many opened up, he said. “Some people were really 
happy to talk to me. I got a lot of great insight and quotes.” 

But the pandemic has closed the door on that kind of engagement, 

he said. He worries that the pandemic will deny a voice to “normal 
people” journalists often fail to seek out, and just give a “bigger voice” 
to people who already have the media’s attention.

Now, working “totally from home,” Aton is not experiencing the 
rigors of covering a campaign—the travel, bad food and lack of sleep. 
But as a political reporter he continues to take his job very seriously.

“We have to be vigilant that we are not overly generous to Biden 
or overly unfair to Trump,” he said. But what makes it easier in the 
environmental sphere, he said, is that political reporters have “a huge 
body of science” on which to ground their work. “Here’s what the 
candidates are saying, and here’s what the scientists are saying.” 

ADAM ATON

Adam Aton wanted to find people 

who would not necessarily show 

up at political rallies because they 

weren’t that politically involved. 

He found them by knocking on 

doors, being “face to face with 

dozens of people a day.”  While 

some people were unresponsive, 

many opened up. 

Idaho’s Stakeholders
Journalists who were able to attend SEJ’s 

virtual conference this fall received a bit of 
respite from their worries. It was originally 
expected to take place in Boise, Idaho. And the 
�rst plenary session discussed the “Idaho Way” 
to achieve “conservation in a partisan era.” 
Idaho conservationists, ranchers, timber owners 
and tribal representatives explained how they 
had made progress addressing environmental 
concerns by working together. 
“People need to be honest about what the need,” 
versus “what they want,” said Justin Hayes, 
who heads the Idaho Conservation League. “If 
we want durable success about the things we 
care about, we need to work with people who 
don’t agree with us at �rst blush.”
Senators Mike Crapo (R-ID) and Ron Wyden 

(D-OR) are examples of what can happen even 
in a polarized Congress. 
Due to their efforts, Congress approved a 

bill in 2018 that would end the practice of 
the U.S. Forest Service taking money from 
its �re prevention fund to pay for its efforts 
to combat major forest �res. Effective this 
year, catastrophic �res are entitled to federal 
disaster funds that now pay for major �oods 
and hurricanes.
The secret to their success, Crapo said, was 

involving disparate groups with differing 
agendas. “We got every interest group engaged,” 
he said. “If you leave somebody out, you’ll just 
get a lawsuit.” 
When all stakeholders are on board, Crapo said, 

it is possible to �nd solutions that are better for 
both the economy and the environment. “You 
can get a win-win if you work together,”  
Wyden observed.

continued from page 5

COVER STORY
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THE EARTH NEEDS 
A GOOD LAWYER
Earthjustice is that lawyer for  
the environment.

No other legal organization has filed 
more environmental cases in federal 
courts than Earthjustice. 

Our 150+ legal and policy experts 
can provide top-notch information or 
connect you with more than a thousand 
local clients around the country.

We are your one-stop source for any 
environmental reporting. 

Sign up to get on our press list:
media@earthjustice.org or call us 
at 202.667.4500 x5201

Bad for Your Health?
The Dart Center is examining the 
emotional impact of covering 
climate change
 Is working as an environmental journalist as 
emotionally draining as covering wars or mass 
shootings? Psychologists are just beginning to 
ponder this question, said Elana Newman, a 
psychology professor at the University of Tulsa. 

“If the world is going to be destroyed [because of 
climate change] should we be thinking about that in 
a new way? Is it a trauma?” Newman asks.
 Newman is research director for the Dart Center 
for Journalism and Trauma, a project of Columbia 
Journalism School. She’s heard from journalists who 
are writing about climate change and experiencing 
deep emotions due to their jobs. “A lot of journalists 
came to us saying this is really at least emotionally 
harrowing, if not traumatic, to cover.” 
 In that capacity, she is seeking to survey 
environmental journalists to get a better handle on 
what those on the job are experiencing, and what 
kind of support they need.
In some ways, Newman added, covering climate 
change may be like covering terrorism; it creates 

“fear of future events.” 
 “Journalists are telling us that this is a really hard 
beat to cover,” she said. “They feel like they’re seeing 
the destruction of the world and no one’s listening." 
That sense of helplessness in the face of impending 
disaster “may also be problematic in some kind of 
way, but again, these are all open questions.”
 She observes that in the psychological literature, a 
new concept is emerging—ecological grief: a sense 
of loss over what climate change already has taken 
away or the “anticipated loss” of what’s ahead in 
terms of the extinction of species or ecosystems. 
Newman currently is soliciting members of the 
Society of Environmental Journalists to respond 
to a survey to help her better identify their unique 
dif� culties and stress. 
 There are some things journalists covering 
the environment in 2020 can do to help relieve 
their anxiety. Newman advises reporters based 
in the U.S. where science is often dismissed to 
remember their purpose. “What keeps workers 
resilient is having a personal sense of mission,” 
she said. Just because a journalist has the sense 
that “not everybody is listening” doesn’t mean 
that the work is not important, she said. 
 It’s good, too, to reframe frustrations on the job 
as challenges. Reporters who are � nding all levels 
of government unresponsive to their requests for 
information, should try to channel their anger at 
the level of secrecy, and explore other strategies 
to get the data.  “Some pleasure can be found in 
outsmarting your source,” she added. 

Resources on self-care are available at dartcenter.org.
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By Debra Kaufman

Back before the COVID-19 crisis, Bobby Magill headed 
to northern Nevada to cover a story on grazing policies. 
He attended Bureau of Land Management meetings on 

proposed grazing regulations, and the next day a source took him 
into an extraordinarily remote area in Nevada to show him the stark 
di erence between an over-grazed area right next to another area 
that had been left alone since the 1930s. 

“�e di erence was 
pretty stark,” said Magill, 
who is a Bloomberg 
Environment reporter. “I 
was able to see �rst-hand 
the impact of grazing 
policies on the ground. 
Without that, my story 
would be one-tenth as 
interesting.”

For now, that kind of 
reporting is pretty much 
impossible. It’s largely a 
thing of the past—and 
hopefully a thing of the 
future—to see over-grazed 
�elds, melting glaciers or a 
polluted wetland �rsthand. 

“Going into the �eld 

is my favorite thing,” said Michael Kodas, an InsideClimate News 
senior editor and photojournalist. He was on his way to the Arctic 
for an expedition on sea ice when COVID-19 struck. “Now, like 
everyone I’m doing Zoom and Skype interviews.” 

Regardless, journalists have come up with a bevy of creative ways 
to make their coverage both colorful and accurate.

RUNNING DOWN SOURCES
�e Arctic is Sabrina Shankman’s beat. �e InsideClimate News 

reporter has been going there once and twice a year for the last seven 
years. Although she’s grounded for now, she noted that, having gone 
there so many times, she has gained sources that are standing her in 
good stead now. 

Magill typically spent 20% of his time in the halls of Congress 
buttonholing lawmakers or other sources. Today, he live-streams 
those hearings to �nd sources and digs up their contact information 
online. “I’m cold calling a lot more,” he said. 

PICKING A PLATFORM
�e number of videoconferencing platforms has exploded, 

including not just Zoom and Skype but Google Meet, Apple 
FaceTime, Microsoft Teams, GoToMeeting and Cisco WebEx. 
How to choose?

Skype is the video platform of choice of Cynthia Barnett, who’s 
writing a book on climate change and humankind’s relationship 
with the ocean, seen through the natural and cultural history of the 

A Bigger Bag of Tricks
Journalists Share Tips on the Most Effective Ways to  
Report Remotely

Cynthia Barnett relies on Google Maps and Google 
Earth.  “Even if I’ve been [to a certain place], 
sometimes I need to describe a bridge or situate it 
in the landscape.”

CYNTHIA BARNETT

BOBBY MAGILL
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seashell. “It’s easier [than other platforms] to record, and there’s a 
transcription feature that is very helpful,” she said. 

Kodas uses FaceTime, Skype and Zoom. “I ask my subject what 
they’re most comfortable with,” he said. “If I have to install a new 
program, I’ll do that. I don’t want my subject to have a hindrance 
with technology he’s not familiar with.” 

If a journalist is planning on using a recorded video session in his 
reporting, it’s wise to have the subject record their voice, even over 
an iPhone. “You’re doing the video interview over 
Zoom, but also recording their voice, which 
they can email,” Kodas said. “� at way, if the 
audio isn’t good quality or stalls out, you can 
substitute the better audio.”

GATHERING COLOR
When journalists can’t go into the � eld, they 

have to depend on their subjects to provide the 

color. Kodas asks his subjects to use their mobile devices to show him 
what’s in their o¦  ces, what’s out the window, describing the details. 

“Rather than interview a farmer in his o¦  ce at his computer, he 
can do it on the phone, while he’s in the � eld or on his combine,” said 
Kodas. “He can show you the things he’s talking about. It’s not ideal 
but better than not seeing it at all.” 

Barnett recalled an interview with marine biologist Rebecca 
Mensch, who had been following the story of why Queen Conch 

SABRINA SHANKMAN

MICHAEL KODAS

continued on page 10
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were no longer mating. Barnett pushed for details. “She had looked 
at Conch gonads under a microscope,” said Barnett. “She probably 
thought I was crazy, but I kept her on the phone for a long time, 
asking her what the sperm normally looked like.” (It’s blue and 
pink.) 

Barnett can sometimes get a scientist to aim their mobile device 
into the eyepiece of the microscope, letting her take a look for 
herself. 

Of course, using imagery from sources has always been handy, 
but even more so since COVID-19 chained reporters to their 
desks. When Shankman was compiling an e-book on a 2014 
Sierra Club trip to the Tongvas Forest in Alaska, she asked all the 
other participants for photos. “Even though I was there, I wanted 
a narrative of what they were seeing,” she said. “I got hundreds of 

photos and could make it more visceral because I had what they saw.” 
Kodas asks his subjects to take photographs or make short 

videos. While covering the 2011 Bastrop County Complex Fire in 
Texas, he interviewed a man who had lost his house in the blaze. 
�e man told Kodas, “I made some video of the �re coming into 
the house.” �at footage made Kodas’s story all the richer.

“A lot of this comes down to expanding your interview skills. 
You’re not just interviewing them about what you plan to include 
in your story but resources they might have to help you �ll it in,” 
Kodas said. 

OTHER DIGITAL TOOLS
YouTube is another important tool for Barnett. �e marine 

biologist Mensch had captured video of one mollusk striking 

continued from page 9

SABRINA SHANKMAN, SEEN HERE ON LOCATION, FINDS THAT COMMUNICATING WITH THE LEADERS OF HYPER-LOCAL COMMUNITY GROUPS CAN 
REALLY PAY OFF.
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Healthiest 
Communities
Rankings 2020

For more details visit usnews.com/news/healthiest-communities

Measuring health and 
wellness across the U.S. 

using 84 metrics
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on a county-by-county basis
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Social Determinants of Health

Thought leadership webinars 
via the Community Health 

Leadership Forum

another one. “It’s something you’d never see in an aquarium 
much less in the wild,” Barnett said. “I spent time on YouTube 
watching the same video over and over again to get the description 
right.” 

Barnett also relies heavily on Google Maps and Google Earth. 
“I do report on far-°ung places,” she said. “Even if I’ve been there, 
sometimes I need to describe a bridge or situate it in the landscape.” 
To fully paint the picture, she’ll rely on the National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration’s weather records for historic weather 
data. “It’s the same way of thinking about a story, but a di erent way 
of getting it,” she said.

Exploring news reports in narrowly focused sources has paid o  for 
Shankman. She spent a year reporting on Hill Corp., a Texas oil and 
gas company with a huge footprint in Alaska. When the company 
had an uncontrolled underwater leak, she read about it in a hyper-
local publication. “I was able to follow up by calling other sources,” 
she said. “It ended up being as e ective as being there in person.” 

Shankman was looking for a solution that’s better than writing 
letters to potential sources—or showing up on their doorstep wearing 
a mask. Instead, she’s been �nding hyper-local community groups, 
and is communicating with the groups’ leaders, asking them to send 
surveys to their members.

OTHER ADVICE
Kodas recommends that journalists confer with public radio 

reporters. “�ey have a di erent quiver of skills,” he said. “See how 
they’re solving these problems. Pay attention to how other people 
are doing their jobs. I strongly urge people to keep their eyes on new 
solutions that can help you do your job better.” 

“[Since] we can’t report from the �eld, we’re looking for ways to 
replace what was irreplaceable,” said Magill. “We’ve learned that in 
some cases, face-to-face interactions are simply priceless,” he said. 

AFTER THE PANDEMIC
“I’m looking forward to the time we can travel again,” said Barnett, 

a sentiment echoed by the others interviewed. She feels that there are 
still stories—such as when the government or a company is trying to 
spin a story in a particular way—where it’s crucial to “go to the local 
community and �gure out what’s happening.” 

Field reporting will return one day. Even then, Kodas noted that 
“a lot of the new technologies and processes we’re adopting now will 
persist.” 

Shankman agreed. “At the end of the day, the tactics we’re learning 
to use will still be relevant,” she said. “It’ll be an e ective way to �nd 
people and make reporting easier.” 
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While the issues of climate change and wildlife preservation 
remain prevalent in original TV programming during the 
current season, there has been a slight shift in themes and 

how the shows are produced. 
“Given the current health hazard, there is now a much larger 

awareness on the part of the audience about how things happening 
can have an impact on us,” noted Bill Gardner, vice president, 
programming and development at PBS. “COVID-19 is forcing 
producers to use local sta  and crews all over the world, which o ers 
more personal insights,” 

Overall, “our focus is on the actions and the solutions that people 
can take to better [understand] the relationship between humanity 
and the environment,” Gardner added. 

Upcoming originals on PBS include “�e Age of Nature” (Oct. 
14-28), which explores ways we can restore our planet. �e network’s 
long-running “Nature” program strand includes “Australian Bush�re 

Rescue” (Oct. 28), which follows the people rescuing and caring for 
the animal survivors of Australia’s bush�res. 

�e home of wildlife like reindeer, wolverines and brown bears is 
at the center of “Nature’s” program “Santa’s Wild Home” (Nov. 25). 

Meanwhile, �e Weather Channel recently added an ongoing 
series of reports, “COVIDCANE 2020: Bracing for Disaster.” It 
showcases e¦cient disaster preparedness and relief operations during 
hurricanes in the midst of COVID-19.

“Protecting and saving lives has always been our mission, whether 
that means preparing for hurricanes, tornados, severe weather or 
winter storms,” explained Nora Zimmett, chief content o¦cer 
and executive vice president of Weather Group. “But now there is 
so much overlap between the virus and the weather, and how that 
impacts your health. We weave that into our programming every 
day.”

�e Weather Channel also regularly features segments themed to 

PBS'S "NATURE" SERIES INCLUDES THE EPISODE "AUSTRALIAN BUSHFIRE RESCUE," DEBUTING IN LATE OCTOBER.

Nature Programming’s
COVID-19 Evolution
Facing Disruption, Networks Change Their Game Plans
By Marc Berman
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social distancing, emergency shelters 
and COVID-related guidelines in 
various cities. 

For the non-scripted category of 
environment and wildlife, one notable 
change caused by the pandemic is 
what scientists refer to as a “visible 
shift in behavioral patterns” in 
the animal kingdom, brought on 
by the lack of human interaction. 

“From a pure scienti�c perspective, this 
behavior was completely new to us, and it was 
something we immediately wanted to focus on, 
noted Howard Swartz, senior vice president of 
production and development at Discovery. 

“We have a lot of tentpole blue-chip natural 
history-themed programs coming down the 
pipeline that bring the awe and wonder of the 
natural world to our audiences, which in this 
time of uncertainty o ers an escape of sorts,” 
Swartz added. 

Upcoming on Discovery is “Serengeti 2,” 
the sequel to the original natural history series 
following the behavior of animals in Africa. It’s 
also debuting two series, “Mysterious Planet” 
and “Perfect Planet.” 

“Mysterious Planet” follows the change of 
various places over the course of history and 
how life is shaped by those changes. And 
“Perfect Planet” is a �ve-part production 
from David Attenborough that explains how 
weather, ocean currents, the sun and volcanoes 
foster and shape the natural world. No o¦cial 
premiere dates have been announced. 

COVID-19 has also informed program 
decisions at BBC America. It’s added a second 
day to its programming strand “Wonderstruck,” 
which launched in November 2019 on 
Saturdays. Now it has expanded to �ursdays. 

“We have always been aware of the emotional bene�ts of nature 
programming in reducing anxiety and promoting awe and inspiration, 
which in this unusual time of social distancing and limited access to 
the outside world is of added value,” noted BBCA executive director 
Courtney �omasma. “We will be actively looking for other moments 
where it makes sense to expand the franchise.

“I think nature is the most universal genre available, so our content 
in that category has not had to change all that much,” she added. “But 
what we did do in response to the coronavirus and the quarantine 
period was to look for opportunities to make our content more widely 
available on as many platforms as possible.” Since COVID-19 gripped 
the country, BBCA programming has been added to AMC and 
Sundance TV.

Of note on BBCA’s Wonderstruck in 2021 is a reboot of  “Meercat 
Man,” with the working title “Meerkat Manor: Rise of the Dynasty.” 
�e 13-episode series follows the descendants of the original clan 
featured on Animal Planet several years ago. It’s also debuting “Eden,” 
a six-part series that explores the wildlife and beauty of six unique 
destinations across the Earth.

In addition, BBCA is teaming up with Net°ix in 2021 for three-part 
documentary “Life in Colour” narrated by David Attenborough, as he 
explores how color plays a vital role in animal interactions using new 
cameras built speci�cally for the show. 

“[We looked] for opportunities 
to make our content more 
widely available on as many 
platforms as possible.” 

– Courtney Thomasma, BBC America.

COURTNEY THOMASMA
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“Environmental justice is a euphemism for environmental injustice. And 
environmental injustice is really environmental racism.”

– Rhonda Anderson, Sierra Club Detroit’s Beyond Coal Program 

Forget for a moment the Sierra Club’s overwhelming whiteness 
and dubious racial history. Rhonda, known as Mama Rhonda 
to generations of social justice �ghters in Detroit, is a Black 

woman who has made it her life’s work to call out the grim inequities 
that have been foisted upon poor Black Detroiters.

I had the tremendous fortune to spend most of a day in 2014 
touring southwest Detroit with Rhonda as narrator. She spoke 
of family-oriented and highly functioning Black neighborhoods 
that were systematically torn apart by freeways that cut them in 

half; re�neries and coal-burning power plants that sickened their 
residents; and white °ight.

It didn’t occur to me at the time, but that day was the start 
of something di erent for my organization, the Institute for 
Journalism & Natural Resources. Since 1995, IJNR has conducted 
immersive training programs for journalists who cover natural 
resources and the environment. Often our programs have taken 
place in dramatic landscapes: Glacier National Park. �e Grand 
Canyon. Coastal British Columbia. Lake Superior.

�ey’re iconic places with important stories, no doubt, and we 
still help journalists tackle those issues. But it has become apparent 
over the past few years that some of the most pressing environment 
issues are unfolding in places perhaps not so grand, where practice 

Casting an Unfiltered 
Lens on Injustice
Reporting on Marginalized Communities That Face 
Environmental Dangers Requires Special Skills

By Dave Spratt

DAVE SPRATT

FELLOWS OF IJNR'S 2017 DRINKING WATER INSTITUTE VISITED FLINT, MICH., WHERE THEY MET WITH CONTRACTOR JEFF GRAYER AS HE AND HIS 
EMPLOYEES REPLACED LEAD SERVICE PIPES IN A NEIGHBORHOOD. 
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and policy have put people in harm’s way. 
�at may be an inner-city neighborhood dotted with incinerators 

and land�lls. Or a rural area where pesticides are widely used in 
�elds worked by migrants. Or a Native reservation whose people 
were left out of negotiations over water rights.

�e common thread is that environmental malpractice 
disproportionately harms poor Black and Brown communities who 
lack political power. Journalistically, it’s a bottomless well—stories 
encompass policy, politics, public records, science and history. And 
they can always be told through human experience. But to tell them 
right, great care is needed.

�e killing of George Floyd has directed the country’s attention 
to racial inequities, and the environment is no di erent. So when 
our team gathered to plot out the year’s virtual workshops (naturally 
we are grounded until further notice by COVID-19) we moved 
“environmental racism” into the �rst available slot. 

We used Houston as a case study, as we had already engaged a 
number of local residents there for a program that was COVID-
cancelled in March. �e workshop looked at housing patterns; 
discussed fence-line communities; and examined how personal 
biases of white-dominated news organizations shade storytelling.

Here’s some of what we learned in that July workshop:
Environmental racism is no accident —It’s crucial as a reporter to 
understand housing patterns in the place you work. Across the U.S. 
in the �rst half of the 20th century (and sometimes later), strict 
housing covenants prevented Black people from buying homes. 
�at kept them in neighborhoods where banks refused mortgages 
to potential home buyers, a federally 
endorsed practice known as redlining. 

�ose practices prevented Black 

families—even the many who earned equal wages to their white 
counterparts—from building the generational wealth that would 
have helped them migrate toward 
better schools and greater opportunity. 
Disinvestment followed, leading to 
the decline of Black neighborhoods. 
With Blacks concentrated in 
substandard neighborhoods, it was 
easy to place polluting facilities near 
the poor folks.

“NIMBY—not in my backyard—
has been a powerful tool used by 
a·uent whites to guard against their 
areas being encroached upon by 
industrial facilities as well as people 
who don’t look like them,” said 
Robert Bullard, a Texas Southern 
University professor and environmental justice icon. “You get what 
I call PIBBY—placed in Black backyards. �at’s how you get �ve-
out-of-�ve land�lls and six-out-of-eight incinerators placed in 
Black neighborhoods.”

�e pattern was repeated in virtually every city across the United 
States, and has caused rampant, well-documented health problems. 
To understand the foundations of environmental racism, reporters 
must understand their local history of not only housing, but also 

“Our culture 
has rendered 
[marginalized] 
communities 
invisible. 
When you’re 
covering them, 
it’s incumbent 
upon you 
to educate 
yourself.” 

– Darryl Fears, 
The Washington Post

continued on page 16
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immigration and gentri�cation. Who lives where? And why? What 
economic factors drove housing patterns? Where and why were 
health-compromising facilities located? Who stood in harm’s way, 
and who was spared? 

Use the one-liner—Journalists with a line count know full well 
they can’t detail an area’s history every time they write a story on 
environmental injustice. But they can boil it down to a sentence 
that provides valuable content, according to Summer Harlowe, 
a University of Houston professor and former journalist. For 
example: “�e neighborhood became a landing spot in the mid-
1990s for Guatemalans °eeing that country’s civil war.”

Know that you don’t know what you don’t know—Reporters 
covering environmental racism are often asked to drop into 
neighborhoods they’re unfamiliar with, then engage people who 

don’t know them and likely distrust legacy media. Darryl Fears, 
a veteran environment reporter for �e Washington Post, told 
the group that reporting in marginalized communities requires 
preparation. �eir stories aren’t in the textbooks.

“Our culture has rendered those communities invisible,” Fears 
said. “When you’re covering them, it’s incumbent upon you to 
educate yourself. You have to understand that you have no education 
prior to visiting those communities, and you need to understand 
them, contextualize them and treat their stories fairly.”

It’s not enough, Fears said, to simply hear what people have to say. 
It’s important to use those words as a starting point, acknowledge 
their meaning, then dig deeper. �eir histories are spoken, but by 
seeking out public records and historical documents as well as 
interviewing health care professionals and scientists, those stories 

“Don’t just report what people say, but try 
to honestly portray and express what they’re 
saying. Using one quote from each side 
doesn’t further the conversation.” 

– Bryan Parras, Sierra Club

continued from page 15

A HEAVILY INDUSTRIAL AREA THAT SITS ALONG THE DETROIT RIVER IS SURROUNDED BY NEIGHBORHOODS LARGELY INHABITED BY BLACK, LATINX 
AND MIDDLE EASTERN RESIDENTS.  
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can be supported in ways that reveal truth. 
On a reporting trip to Australia, Fears heard stories of Aboriginal 

people whose ancestors’ remains—bones and even a head—had been 
parceled out for museum displays. �at’s a history that many white 
Australians had never heard. By contacting museums in both Australia 
and the United Kingdom, he was able to document that oral history 
for a story about Aboriginal connections to the ocean. �e story ran as 
part of a Pulitzer-winning climate package in �e Post.

“Wherever you are, people are telling the same stories,” he said. 
“Your job is to pursue those stories as best you can through the 
record. Substantiate them in every possible way.”

If possible, spend time in those places before a story breaks, 
getting to know people and �guring out who truly re°ects the 
community. Build relationships. Develop trust. In this media 
landscape it’s di¦cult to just spend days getting to know people and 
not cranking out another daily, but that’s really just old-fashioned 
beat work. (Listen up, editors!)

Framing matters—Danielle Kilgo is a University of Minnesota 
researcher who tracks language usage in the media. Together with 
Harlowe, she conducted a study that showed media outlets covering 
protests tend to focus much more on the spectacle of protests and 
less on the principles of the protest. In other words, scu·es with 
cops outweigh discussion of racial inequities, leaving readers and 
viewers with the impression that disruption of the status quo is the 
key topic rather than social injustice.

�ose imbalances carry into environment 
coverage as well.  Stories about environmental 
disasters, such as a chemical plant explosion, 
often rely on o¦cial reaction and a PR 
response from the o ending company 
(almost always voiced by white people) with 
little e ort made to seek out the nearby 
residents whose health is most imperiled 
(almost always people of color).

�e journalistic convention of quoting the 
o¦cial, then the o ending company, might 
help you hit deadline, but it rarely advances 
understanding, according to Bryan Parras of 
the Sierra Club in Houston. “Don’t just report 
what people say, but try to honestly portray 
and express what they’re saying. Using one 
quote from each side doesn’t further the 
conversation, and it doesn’t help anybody.”

And this might go without saying, 
but avoid the convenient quote from any 
group’s national spokesperson—unless that 
person is on the ground and has �rst-hand 
experience with the problem.

Words matter—Kendra Pierre-Louis, 
a reporter for the Gimlet podcast “How to 
Save a Planet,” recalled a story she’d written 
about wild�re on Native reservations. In her 
version, Pierre-Louis used the term “systemic 
inequities.” An editor rewrote that sentence 
and used the term “trapped in poverty.” �at 

paints an entirely di erent picture—one of victimhood and inertia, 
not one of longstanding and institutional disadvantage. Further, it 
smacks of victim-blame. (In this case, Kendra appealed to higher 
editors, and her original phrasing was restored.)

Tell resilient stories—Yes, structural racism is real. Yes, 
environmental racism is real. Yes, people have been harmed 
intentionally. But it’s not all victimhood. �ere are also people out 
there adapting to their conditions and solving their problems, even 
without access to the levers of power. If you’re out there, meeting 
people on their own turf and listening, you’ll hear them.

Hire people of color in your newsroom—�is should go without 
saying, but as a white guy I’ve learned there are a lot of things going 
on out there that simply never occur to us. 

We like to think we’re dialed in to the sensibilities of marginalized 
people, but we aren’t. You can certainly read books on anti-racism 
and take courses on implicit bias, which I absolutely encourage you 
to do. But you can’t know. And until your newsroom is populated 
with people who do, your news outlet won’t either. 

Dave Spratt is CEO of the Institute for Journalism & Natural 
Resources. For more than 20 years, Spratt was a �xture at daily 
newspapers in Colorado and Michigan, staring longingly out the 
window where the real action was. Spratt left inky �ngers behind 
in 2009.
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By Mike Cavender

After all we’ve been through this year, it may be hard to 
think back to January. But 2020 dawned with a plethora 
of environmental concerns in the fore. Ocean warming, 

biodiversity, deforestation and greenhouse gases were all topics of 
growing concern to those worried about the future of our planet.

�en COVID-19 struck the world with a vengeance. And 
suddenly nothing else was important 
anymore. 

�e pandemic dominated all our 
news cycles and most of its stories. 
In an instant, it seemed, there was 
no time or space for anything else, 
including the other issues facing 
the planet. Worries about how to 
slow global warming took a back 
seat to worries about having enough 
intensive care units and personal 
protective equipment.

To be sure, the pandemic has 
provided some short-term bene�ts 
to the environment. From late 
March to early June, researchers at 
MIT found a 50% reduction in the 
use of jet fuel and a 30% reduction 
in gasoline consumption. Natural 
gas and electricity usage were also 
down markedly during that time.

“Overall, these reductions re°ect a 15% total reduction in 
daily CO2 emissions, which is the largest annual percentage 
decline for the U.S. in recorded history,” according to MIT 
Sloan School of Management professor Christopher Knittel.

But there have been downside impacts, too. Investment in 
green-energy technologies has slowed to a crawl. Global electric 
vehicle sales are expected to decline by 40% or more, due to 
collapsing gasoline prices. New residential rooftop solar and 
storage installations are also down, and clean energy jobs had 
been reduced by nearly 600,000 by the end of April, according 
to the MIT study. 

So as the crisis drags on month after month, it becomes more 
apparent that what we really have are dueling crises—growing 
climate problems exacerbated by the global health pandemic. 

And science reporters need to address both simultaneously.
Noted environmental journalist Emily Atkin, who produces 

a climate newsletter and the podcast Heated, was blunt in her 
observation about the connection during an interview with 
�e Guardian. “I’m sorry, but if you still refuse to see parallels 
between climate change and coronavirus, then honestly you’re 

just stupid,” she said.
“Both are global crises which threaten 

millions of lives with clear science on 
how to solve them which governments 
have been slow to act on; the same 
people who promote climate denial 
are refusing to accept the science of 
coronavirus, too,” she added.

�e connections between the two 
are clear. While the emergence and 
spread of COVID-19 has disrupted 
lives and businesses worldwide, it has 
had an outsize impact on lower-income 
families and communities of color. �e 
same is true with the climate crisis. �e 
public health e ects of coronavirus are 
exacerbated within these groups because 
of already existing problems caused by 
air pollution, water, and food insecurity.

�e problems caused by climate 
change can place increasing pressure on 

our health systems as they work to control the damage caused 
by COVID-19. As the climate crisis contributes to weather 
disasters, air and water pollution, health care professionals 
�nd themselves �ghting on multiple fronts to maintain public 
health. 

While health care workers often become the faces and voices 
of the victims of the pandemic, we should consider using them 
also to speak to the accompanying problems of climate change 
and how those challenges need to be met as well.

�e government’s response to both climate problems and the 
pandemic also deserve close attention. Critics of Washington’s 
action (or inaction) claim COVID-19 has only made the 
continuing climate issues worse—especially for those who are 
disproportionately a ected by both.

MIKE CAVENDER

The Dueling Crises
Connecting the Dots Between Climate Problems and the 
COVID-19 Pandemic Is Critical

GUEST OPINION
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In your reporting of these concurrent crises, consider 
the following:

• Remember that while health care is the front line,
  look for the environmental factors that may be
  exacerbating the problem.

• Examine the impact of the pandemic on poorer
  neighborhoods and population groups as it relates
  to such human needs as clean water and air.

• How are efforts to control the virus impacting the
  pre-pandemic commitments to local clean air and
  green energy initiatives?

• Everyone is affected by air pollution, especially
  children, the elderly and those with weakened
  immune systems. COVID-19 can make these
  effects worse. Where in your community are
  the two problems particularly likely to collide?

Over the longer term, public budgets will continue to be strained 
to pay for the costs of �ghting the virus. �at will likely cause stress 
on pre-pandemic plans to invest more heavily in green energy 
initiatives and other climate mitigation strategies. If the recession 
persists, the budget pressure will only get worse. However, future 
stimulus packages could again place a focus on clean energy and 
green jobs. Also, a change in administration in Washington could 
positively impact the nation’s climate improvement e orts.

MIT’s Knittel says stabilizing the economy is key. “We need 
to solve the pandemic and continue to address climate change. 
Otherwise it will lead to even more tragedy,” he added.

In the meantime, environmental journalists should take a holistic 
approach to their reporting of both these important crises. 

Mike Cavender is executive director emeritus of the Radio Television 
Digital News Association (RTDNA). His opinions are his own. He can be 
reached at mikec@rtdna.org.

How are efforts 
to control 
the virus 

impacting the 
pre-pandemic 
commitments 

to local 
clean air and 
green energy 
initiatives?

CrainsNewsPro.com
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When we agreed to co-chair the Society of Environmental 
Journalists’ 2020 conference in Boise, Ida., we didn’t 
anticipate two of them! COVID-19 has messed with 

every aspect of our lives, so we went virtual in the fall and moved the 
in-person conference to June 2-6, 2021. #SEJ2021

To be honest, getting two bites of the apple isn’t really a hardship. For 
one thing, there are always way too many topics to cover. For another, Idaho 
turns out to be a fascinating state when it comes to busting stereotypes. 

�e theme of both conferences is “crossing the divide.” It’s no hype. 
Yes, there’s the classic Western rural-urban divide, but somehow 
Idahoans have found creative ways to cross it. Republicans hold a veto-
proof margin in the Idaho Legislature, all four congressional seats and 
every statewide o¦ce including governor. 

Among the state’s residents is far-right extremist Ammon Bundy, 
who believes the federal government lacks the constitutional authority 
to exclusively own and manage public lands.

Yet Idaho’s ranchers, loggers and even miners were able to join 
together to restore landscapes ravaged by past practices and reduce the 
threat of catastrophic �res. And an executive on the largest purchaser of 
federal timber sits on the board of the Idaho Conservation League. 

After 30 years of �ghting over logging, grazing on public lands 
and roadless area protection, Idahoans have embraced collaborative 
partnerships where they sit across the table and �nd solutions that 
bene�t all sides. 

For example, consider the Owyhee Initiative, formed by a county 
commission. It brought together ranchers, environmentalists, hunters and 
o -road vehicle enthusiasts who wrote legislation that protected 500,000 
acres of wilderness and helped keep ranchers on the land. Legislation to 
protect three wilderness areas in central Idaho passed a divided Congress 
unanimously. Both bills were sponsored by Republicans and signed by 
President Barack Obama.

Despite the deeply and increasingly partisan era we’re living through, 
somehow the so-called “Idaho Way” has pulled together people with 
clashing values—an example that may serve to guide the world out of 
our multiple current calamities.

Speaking of multiple crises, the virtual conference previewed several 
interlocking crises we anticipate will still be with us in June, including 
the COVID-19 pandemic and economic recession it triggered and the 
Black Lives Matter movement and its role in highlighting structural 
environmental injustice. While it’s taken a back seat in 2020, the climate 
crisis continues unabated, with a ferocious western wild�re season and 
an early and proli�c Gulf states hurricane season. �ere have also been 
some surprise disasters, like the derecho storm that ravaged much of 
the Midwest’s breadbasket. We’re asking smart economic thinkers if 
market forces are the problem or the solution to this cluster of crises. 

While the fall conference previewed the likely policy shifts 

The Big Idaho Agenda
While SEJ Just Wrapped Its Virtual Conference, Plans Are 
Well Underway for the Annual Gathering Next June
By Rocky Barker & Christy George

2020 SEJ CONFERENCE PREVIEW

ROCKY BARKER CHRISTY GEORGE

ATTENDEES OF NEXT JUNE'S CONFERENCE WILL HAVE THE OPPORTUNITY TO TAKE A FIELD TRIP TO REDFISH LAKE.
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depending on who wins in 2020, the June conference will take a look 
at the election outcome and assess what’s at stake for our public lands, 

climate change and a host of environmental issues, both at home and 
in international relations. 
In June, we plan to build on the themes of our three September 
virtual workshops:

• A look at how tribes may help in°uence public lands policy 
  after recent political wins: Among the victories is a series of  
 court decisions; the retirement of a racist football team name;  
 and electoral victories in 2018 that brought Native women

 into Congress.
• �e fate of oceans and coasts in the 2020 election: We examined 

 both candidates’ ocean platforms and their relative strengths  
 and weaknesses, and how policies might change depending on  
 who wins in November.

• �e advent of regenerative agriculture: We tapped science,  

 economic and indigenous perspectives to explore what’s
 being billed as a climate-friendly solution to a host of problems. 

One of the most distinctive things about SEJ conferences are 
the plethora of boots-on-the-ground �eld trips. In June, we’re 
showcasing environmental problems and solutions amidst the 
beauty of Idaho’s iconic Western landscapes, including:
 

• Red�sh Lake, to explore interactions between wild salmon,  
 dams and Puget Sound orcas;

• A scenic loop through west side resorts and recreation spots  
 where urban meets wild;

• Magic Valley and Snake River Canyon to look at water and  
 farming;

• Southwestern Idaho, home to songbirds and raptors, but
 where con°icts with humans are brewing; 
• Wild�re country, the National Interagency Fire Center and
 the Payette National Forest;
• Ranching and wolves in Hemingway country—can
 they coexist? 
• Grouse, grazing and wild�res in Great Basin sagebrush country;
• Climate change, agriculture and farmworkers’ rights around Boise;
• Nuclear power, innovations and safety at the Idaho National 

 Lab in volcanic eastern Idaho. 

Finally, we would be remiss if we didn’t mention that of the 
most important reasons to come to an SEJ conference is the chance 
to network with friends old and new, especially after the Year of 
COVID-19. We’ve got a full night of roving happy hours, parties and 
a night out for beat-centric dinners in a terri�c foodie city. 

Rocky Barker is a retired environmental reporter. Christy George is a 
freelance radio news editor. �ey were co-chairs of the SEJ conference in 
October and will lead the upcoming conference in June 2021.

DOWNTOWN BOISE 

P
H

O
TO

 B
Y

: I
D

A
H

O
 T

O
U

R
IS

M

Despite the deeply and 
increasingly partisan era 
we’re living through, 
somehow the so-called “Idaho 
Way” has pulled together 
people with clashing values.
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Imagine there’s an asteroid that’s hurtling directly towards Earth, 
like in the movies, but real. And somehow, scientists are able to 
change its trajectory just enough so that it doesn’t land on the 

planet, or just barely grazes one area of it. 
�at’s a metaphor that Beth Park turns to when explaining the 

importance of the Society of Environmental Journalists and those 
it represents. “I like to think that all the work that all the journalists 
have been doing, and SEJ has been doing, is part of changing the 
trajectory of these forces that can be our undoing,” said Park, who is 
the founding executive director of the organization.

It all comes down to the �ne art of communicating—and exposing 
untold stories—in ways that prompt the general public to become 
more engaged in responding to crises.

While that’s always been the SEJ’s mission, it’s become more critical 
with each passing year. As 
the organization celebrates 
its 30th anniversary in 2020, 
its leaders are mapping out 
how the organization will 
respond to the challenges 
that lie ahead. But they are 
also celebrating its many 
achievements to date.

First, a look back: It wasn’t 
always clear that journalists 
felt a need for the SEJ to 
even exist. All �ngers point 
to David Stolberg as the 
person who planted the 
initial seed. More than 
three decades ago, Stolberg 

was assistant general editorial manager of Scripps Howard, and he 
administered the Edward J. Meeman Awards for environmental 
reporting. He °oated the idea among the winners of the 1987 awards, 

but it received a lukewarm response.
Stolberg, who has since passed away, didn’t give up. �at’s according 

to a 1998 paper about the SEJ’s early days by John Palen. When 
Stolberg asked the following year’s winners, the idea sparked interest. 

One of the main co-founders of the organization, Jim Detjen, 
noted that a critical mass of alarming events had happened just 
before the SEJ o¦cially came into being. “�e Exxon Valdez oil 
spill occurred in 1989. �e discovery of the ozone hole had been 
very much in the news,” recalled Detjen, president emeritus of 
SEJ, who was also founder and director of the Knight Center for 
Environmental Journalism at Michigan State University before his 
retirement.

Making matters even more imperative, “we had Jim Hansen 
testifying before Congress about how he thought global warming was 
caused by people,” said Detjen. Hansen currently directs the Earth 
Institute’s Program on Climate Science, Awareness and Solutions 
at Columbia University and was at the National Aeronautics and 
Space Administration’s Goddard Institute for Space Studies when 
he testi�ed.

2020 SEJ 30TH ANNIVERSARY

Altering the Path 
Of Destruction
The SEJ Looks Forward to an Increasingly Imperative 
Agenda as It Celebrates Its First 30 Years
By Janet Stilson

“A lot of [registration] money 
came in cash or checks. I felt 
somewhat uncomfortable 
flying back to Philadelphia 
with all that money.” 

– Jim Detjen, Society of Environmental Journalists

JIM DETJEN 
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SEJ was incorporated on Valentine’s Day, 1990. But its real 
importance to journalists became apparent when it held its �rst 
conference in Boulder, Colo.—which Detjen recalls was “somewhat 
disorganized.” Two weeks before it took place, 30 people were 
registered. 

“We had no idea how many people would show up,” Detjen said. 
As it happened, there were about 250. “A lot of [registration] money 
came in cash or checks. I felt somewhat uncomfortable °ying back 
to Philadelphia with all that money,” Detjen said. “We suddenly 
realized there was a real need for it.”

Detjen originally thought that SEJ would max out at about 300 
people. By the end of 1994, membership reached 1,000, and there are 
now 1,500 in the fold, residing in over 40 countries. 

“One of the reasons it’s been successful is it has a very dedicated 
sta ,” Detjen explained. “People have been with the organization 
pretty much since the beginning.” Among them are Jay Letto, 
director of annual conferences, and Chris Bruggers, deputy director/
director of awards. 

It was the annual conference that �rst made Meaghan Parker fall 

in love with SEJ. Parker, who is currently SEJ’s executive director, 
was working at a think tank, the Wilson Center, in 2005 when she 
�rst experienced the gathering. 

“It made a huge impression on me,” she said. She knew absolutely no 
one at the gathering, which took place in Austin. “I was immediately 
struck by how open and fun and welcoming the environment was.” 
One thing led to another: seven years later, she became an SEJ board 
member and then applied to take on her present role in 2018.

�e conference is but one of a cluster of jewels in SEJ’s crown. 
Also of note are the SEJ’s annual awards, now in their 19th year. (See 
story on this year’s award winners, page 25. It also gives out grants 
for special journalism projects and has an active taskforce devoted to 
Freedom of Information requests. 

What’s more, “the organization has always had a strong interest 
in diversity, and that goes right back to the early days,” said Detjen. 
“It’s been a challenge to do this,” he added, noting that the majority 
of environmental journalists are not people of color.

�e racial issues that have seethed to the surface in recent 
months—along with how environmental justice �ts into that—are 

continued on page 24

ATTENDEES OF SEJ'S 4TH ANNUAL CONFERENCE IN UTAH LEAVING THE STAGE AREA OF SUNDANCE, WHERE ROBERT REDFORD ADDRESSED THE 
CONFERENCE. ROCKY BARKER (LEFT) , CO-HOST OF SEJ'S 30TH ANNIVERSARY CONFERENCE, AND SEJ'S DEPUTY DIRECTOR, CHRIS BRUGGERS.
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part of the conversation as SEJ maps out a new strategic plan, 
according to Meera Subramanian, the SEJ’s current president as 
well as an independent journalist and author.

�ere are other factors at play, as well. “�irty years ago when 
the founders created SEJ, the environmental beat was sort of siloed 
o  to the side. �at’s fundamentally changed. �ere’s parallels 
and connections to everything—to sports, religion, lifestyles, 
economics—every beat. So we’re trying to become a resource to 
journalists of all stripes,” Subramanian said.

As it heads toward that goalpost, SEJ also needs to make sure it 
has the proper funding during a period of economic uncertainty. In 
the past, nonpro�t donors tended to segment their giving between 
two distinct types of causes: general media and environmental 
groups. It was either one or the other. SEJ �ts somewhere in the 
middle. “We’ve always struggled with that challenge,” said Parker. 
Regardless, she does have reason for optimism.

Sure, a deep-pocketed funder might choose to support a 
grassroots campaign to change voters’ minds. “But at some point, 
you need to also support [and understanding of ] the science behind 
it,” Parker said. 

“You need to �nd a way to connect. How does that scienti�c 
information get to those voters? Who’s going to help translate what 
is an incredibly complex and increasingly complicated conversation?” 
added Parker. “�at’s where journalists can be helpful.” 

SEJ BOARD 1993-94.  FROM LEFT TO RIGHT - LEFT SIDE OF ICE SCULPTURE: EMILIA ASKARI, DETROIT FREE PRESS; RANDY LEE LOFTIS, DALLAS 
MORNING NEWS; MIKE MANSUR, ST LOUIS POST-DISPATCH; WEVONNEDA MINIS, CHARLESTON POST & COURIER; TOM MEERSMAN, MINNEAPOLIS 
STAR-TRIBUNE. RIGHT SIDE OF ICE SCULPTURE: JIM DETJEN, PHILADELPHIA INQUIRER; KEVIN CARMODY, THE DAILY PROGRESS; STEVE CURWOOD, 
NPR’S “LIVING ON EARTH”. FRONT ROW: TEYA RYAN, CNN; MARLA CONE, LOS ANGELES TIMES; RAE TYSON, USA TODAY; DAVID ROPEIK, WCVB-TV, BOSTON.
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continued from page 23 “Thirty years ago when the 
founders created SEJ, the 
environmental beat was sort 
of siloed off to the side. That’s 
fundamentally changed.” 

– Meera Subramanian, Society ofEnvironmental 
Journalists, independent journalist

MEERA SUBRAMANIAN
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KARLA MENDES AND MAX BARING FOLLOWED A GROUP OF INDIANS WHO WERE WORKING TO BLOCK ILLEGAL LOGGERS IN BRAZIL. THEIR REPORT 
GARNERED A FIRST-PLACE OUTSTANDING EXPLANATORY HONOR.
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When the judging period for this year’s Society of 
Environmental Journalists annual awards began, 
Christine Bruggers thought that the pandemic might 

make the process a little bit easier. After all, like just about everyone 
else, the judges would be largely con�ned to their homes. “However, 
this was not necessarily true for reporters who were working hard to 
cover COVID-19 stories and who in general have to work harder to 
make up for layo s,” said Bruggers, the SEJ’s deputy director and its 
director of awards—which are formally known as the SEJ Awards 
for Reporting on the Environment. 

“Professors, I �nd, are always busy, and having to move classes to 
online is a di¦cult change. �e work our judges put in with respect to 
time and e ort is stunning, year after year,” Bruggers added. 

�e judges had even more work cut out for them in 2020 than in 
the past. �is year marked an all-time high for entries, at 499. �at’s 
up from the last all-time high, of 478, just last year. 

�e 2020 competition is notable for another reason as well: the 
feature story and explanatory categories were each split in two—
separating out stories emanating from large and small markets or 
newsrooms. 

�at was done for two reasons. “First, they are by far the most-
entered categories, so entry numbers have been very high—up to 
140. �is, as you can imagine, is very tough on judges,” Bruggers 
said. 

Secondly, when lumped all together, the points of comparison 
didn’t seem fair, she explained.  “How does a small newspaper entry 
showing guts-and-grit reporting compare to large news entity that 

can spare 10 reporters, use graphic artists, number crunchers [and] 
has a travel budget?” 

Descriptions of the �rst-place winners follow below. And a 
complete list of winners appears on page 30.

NINA MASON PULLIAM AWARD FOR OUTSTANDING 
ENVIRONMENTAL REPORTING.
AND KEVIN CARMODY AWARD FOR OUTSTANDING 
INVESTIGATIVE REPORTING (LARGE NEWSROOM OR 
CIRCULATION)

Seven reporters scored two of SEJ's highest honors for their 
�ve-part investigative report, “Polluter’s Paradise,” which examined 
Louisiana’s so-called Cancer Alley. �e journalists include Tristan 
Baurick, Joan Meiners, Gordon Russell and Sara Sneath from �e 
Times-Picayune and �e Advocate, as well as Claire Perlman, Al 
Shaw and Lylla Younes from ProPublica.

Cancer Alley refers to a stretch of land along the Mississippi 
River between New Orleans and Baton Rouge, where petrochemical 
plants have created a public health crisis and ongoing outcry 
because of their carcinogenic emissions. 

“At a time when the current White House is rolling back at 
least 100 environmental regulations, and as the nation’s unrest over 
systemic racism and the public health catastrophe of COVID-19 
has cast a new light on the role environmental injustice plays into 
both, no 2019 series could be more timely than the sustained, yet 
fresh investigative coverage of Louisiana’s Cancer Alley,” the SEJ 
judges wrote.

The Winners Circle
New Categories Helped Ease the Selection Process for 
SEJ Competition Judges
By Janet Stilson

continued on page 26

SEJ AWARDS FOR REPORTING ON THE ENVIRONMENT
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�e journalistic team combined document discovery, their 
analytical skills and extensive interviews to expose the ongoing 
devastation in°icted by companies operating in the area. “�e 
series also did something else very important,” the judges stated. 
“It did not depict African Americans only as victims of pollution. It 
depicted them as empowered, trying to �ght with the moral force 
of boots on the ground.”

KEVIN CARMODY AWARD FOR OUTSTANDING 
INVESTIGATIVE REPORTING (SMALL NEWSROOM
OR CIRCULATION)

�e Department of Defense has failed to clean up toxic �re�ghting 
chemicals around military bases, despite the e orts by state 
environmental agencies to create standards that will force it to do so. 
And the chemicals, known as per- and poly- °uoroalkyl substances, 
or PFAS, continue to pollute streams, marshes and aquifers. 

�at was at the heart of a series of stories, “Unwell Water,” by 
Kyle Bagenstose and Jenny Wagner for Bucks County Courier 
Times. �e stories note that the Pentagon has estimated that a 
legal battle over the issue could reach into the billions of dollars, as 
the presence of chemicals at hundreds of bases is investigated. But 
Bagenstose and Wagner examined the problem around military 
bases in New Jersey and Pennsylvania most speci�cally.

“�is excellent �ve-part series investigated the foot-dragging 
and legal maneuvering that has slowed cleanup of toxic 
�re�ghting chemicals around military bases,” wrote the SEJ 
judges. “Kyle Bagenstose and Jenny Wagner’s thorough reporting 
over an eight-month span detailed e orts by U.S. Department of 
Defense o¦cials to avoid liability for cleaning up contaminated 
streams and aquifers. Extensively documented and well-sourced, 
this series shines important light on a dysfunctional regulatory 
process.”

HAL BERNTON SCORED TOP BEAT REPORTING HONORS WITH A SERIES OF STORIES FOR THE SEATTLE TIMES. ONE OF THEM EXAMINED THE 
MASSIVE CHALLENGES FOR FISHERMEN IN ALASKA AS ICE IN THE BERING SEA MELTS.
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SEJ AWARDS FOR REPORTING ON THE ENVIRONMENT

continued from page 25
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OUTSTANDING BEAT REPORTING 
(LARGE NEWSROOM OR CIRCULATION)

Five stories from Hal Bernton of �e Seattle Times clearly 
wowed the SEJ’s judges. And the subject matter, and deep reporting, 
explain why.

One story focused on the immense challenges faced by the 
Northwest’s largest clean-energy supplier. Another tackled the 
massive changes that are faced by Alaskan residents, �sherman and 
scientists as ice in the Bering Sea melts. A separate story about 
the Bering Sea explored why marine mammals and sea birds are 
starving to death due to the e ects of climate change. 

�en there was the article about how a public relations campaign 
by the natural gas industry is instigating a �ght over energy issues 
in the Northwest. And �nally, Bernton examined how the melting 
of Alaska’s permafrost is impacting the state’s residents.

Daniel Beekman was a co-author on one of the features. 
Photographer Steve Ringman, also of �e Seattle Times, provided 
dramatic imagery.

“Hal Bernton’s impressive package of deeply researched stories 
on critical current environmental issues shows extensive scope and 
range,” said the judges. “His lively writing and evocative images 
make dense topics interesting, and the impacts on readers clear. �is 
is environmental beat reporting at its �nest.”  

OUTSTANDING BEAT REPORTING (SMALL 
NEWSROOM OR CIRCULATION)

James Bruggers gave several di erent views of how communities, 
regulators and industries are grappling with the shifting climate 
in stories for InsideClimate News, collectively titled “Holding the 
Powerful to Account for the Environment.” 

�ey included a feature that focused on areas of West Virginia 
with the most strip-mine damage, which could become devastated 
by °ooding in the future. Another story looked at the criticism 
Sen. Mitch McConnell is receiving from miners who fault him for 
dwindling support at a time when he’s seeking reelection.

Bruggers also examined why cities in the most °ood-prone 
areas of the country no longer have con�dence in the federal 
government’s °ood maps and are requiring more homes to be 
built on higher ground. Separately, he went inside the Southern 
Coal Conference to reveal what regulators, politicos and industry 
o¦cials had to say about the future of the coal industry. And 
�nally, he wrote about the Tennessee Valley Authority’s move to 
lock local power companies into long-term contracts, stymying 
the ability of Southern communities to expand renewable energy 
initiatives.

“�is entry stood out as the judge’s top choice for versatility of 
topics, depth of reporting and skillful writing to create �ve very 
readable stories on regional environmental and energy problems 
and politics,” the judges stated.  

OUTSTANDING EXPLANATORY REPORTING 
(LARGE NEWSROOM OR CIRCULATION)

It took a team of 14 people to create the “2°C: Beyond the Limit” 
series of stories for �e Washington Post.

As the title indicates, the stories revolve around the implications 
of warnings from the United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change concerning what will happen when the Earth heats 
up by an average 2 degrees Celsius from the average late-19th century 
temperature—and what’s happened already in many places that have 
either neared, reached or exceeded that dangerous benchmark.

After setting the stage, the series examined conditions in speci�c 
hot zones, such as Qatar and Tazmania. And it also described how a 
vast web of weather stations are helping scientists fully analyze and 
comprehend how the climate is becoming increasingly more dire. 

Reporters who worked on the series include Brady Dennis, 
Juliet Eilperin, Darryl Fears, Chris Mooney, Steven Mufson, John 
Muyskens, Aaron Steckelberg, Harry Stevens and Monica Ulmanu. 
Photography was provided by Salwan Georges and Bonnie Jo 
Mount; photos and videos by Carolyn Van Houten; and graphics by 
John Muyskens and Harry Stevens.

“�is is why journalism was invented,” the SEJ judges remarked. 
“�e reporting is stellar, the data analysis is a public service, the visual 
presentation is striking, the examples are perfect, and the writing is 
solid.”

OUTSTANDING EXPLANATORY REPORTING
(SMALL NEWSROOM OR CIRCULATION)

In a rarely permitted visit, writer Karla Mendes and documentarian 
Max Baring followed a group of Guajajara Indians on a three-day patrol 
in Brazil’s northeast state of Maranhao. �e group, known as Guardians 
of the Forest, were working to block illegal loggers who are destroying the 
rain forest on indigenous land. 

�e “Guarding the Forest” documentary and news story that Mendes 
and Baring created for �omson Reuters Foundation came at a time when 
rainforest destruction had reached an all-time high in Brazil, and when the 
country’s president, Jair Bolsonaro, had scaled back e orts to �ght illegal 
logging, ranching and mining.

“Stupendous” was the adjective that the SEJ judges used to describe 
their journalism. “So deep in the state of Maranhao that some tribes escape 
contact with the outside world, the journalists witnessed the activist Indians 
ousting local invaders who cut roads and build sawmills and farms,” the 
judges wrote. 

“�e �rsthand exchanges shown in ‘Guarding the Forest’ explain 
the complex forces behind the commercial quest for trees clashing with 
the need to preserve globally bene�cial natural resources in the Indians’ 
thousands-of-year-old home,” the judges added. “�is strong reporting 
for �omson Reuters Foundation News was picked up in English and 
Portuguese around the world. One of the featured guardians, Paulo Paulino 
Guajajara, was killed months later in a suspected murder by illegal loggers.

continued on page 28
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OUTSTANDING FEATURE STORY
(LARGE NEWSROOM OR CIRCULATION)

Tony Bartelme and Glenn Smith opened the eyes of �e Post and 
Courier’s readers to the history and natural beauty of South Carolina’s 
Santee River Delta with rich, prose-like language in their feature, 
“Our Secret Delta,” accompanied by Lauren Petracca’s photography. 

In the �rst chapter, they write that the delta’s “pages tell of 
inventions that changed the course of history, of rice called Carolina 
Gold, of the blistered hands of enslaved people who built one of 
the world’s agricultural wonders, of the ebb and °ow of money and 
wont. And also stories about baseball teams and ducks. About aging 
alligators with names like Big Bertha and Truck Biter. About old 
threats and new.”

SEJ’s judges noted that the story “used lyrical physical description 
along with signi�cant research to show how climate change and 
rising sea levels threaten a landscape of historical and economic 
signi�cance to all South Carolinians.” 

�e judges went on to write: “�e Santee River Delta is so wild 
that even a botanist who has studied it for 40 years can get lost in 
it, yet it is also rich with artifacts from the slaves who cultivated the 
rice known as Carolina Gold. �is entry, gorgeously executed in the 
best tradition of storytelling about the environment, left a lasting 
impression on all the judges.

OUTSTANDING FEATURE STORY
(SMALL NEWSROOM OR CIRCULATION)

Nancy Averett used the plight of residents in Avalon, Pa., as a 
jumping-o  point to expose a larger problem faced by many 
communities across the globe in her article, “Undone Science: When 
Research Fails Polluted Communities.”

As Averett explains in her story for Undark, Avalon residents were 
getting sick, and it seemed likely that it was being caused by pollution 
emanating from a nearby coke-manufacturing plant. But e orts to 
get at the bottom of the problem were “unfunded, incomplete or 
generally ignored”—a situation that sociologists refer to as undone 
science.

“�is compelling and deeply personal story reveals the failure of the 
research community to put any signi�cant e ort into understanding 
the environmental plight of communities,” the SEJ judges wrote. “It 
takes us to other communities where a lack of public information 
about chemical emissions may have contributed to autism, asthma 
and cancer.

“‘Undone Science’ is an articulate, well-researched and persuasive 
plea to scientists for data that acknowledges the environmental 
challenges facing towns, families and their children. It is a powerful 
reminder that for every Flint, Michigan, there are hundreds of 
Avalons,” the judges concluded.

RACHEL CARSON ENVIRONMENT BOOK AWARD
How does streaming a movie on Net°ix in New York burn coal 

in Virginia? How does eating a hamburger in California potentially 
contribute to pollution in the Gulf of Mexico? Why is it that the 
destruction of forests North Carolina is necessary to generate 
electricity in England?

�ose are but a few topics covered in Tatiana Schlossberg’s 
“Inconspicuous Consumption: �e Environmental Impact You 
Don’t Know You Have,” released by Grand Central Publishing. It’s 
a knowledge-is-power book that gives readers guidance on how their 
simple everyday choices impact the environment. 

Schlossberg, a former New York Times science writer, focused on 
four areas: the internet and technology, food, fashion and fuel.  

SEJ’s judges commented: “Inconspicuous Consumption,” author/
journalist Tatiana Schlossberg warns we’ve pushed the planet to its 
limits and highlights the often-overlooked ways in which our daily 
lives and choices have an impact. Excessive use of electricity, over-
buying food and clothes leading to too much e-waste, fuel issues all 
play a role.

“Using history, science and a personal narrative, Schlossberg 
provides a better understanding of both individual and systemic drivers 
of ecological destruction. Readers will �nd solace, humor and a route 
to feeling empowered with possibilities for positive change, rather than 
drained by an accumulation of bad news,” the judges added.

OUTSTANDING STUDENT REPORTING
As crippling droughts increasingly impact farmers in California, 

the state’s legislature has formulated a plan to end over a century 
of unregulated groundwater use. �at was at the heart of the story 
“Small Farmers Wait for California’s Groundwater Hammer to Fall,” 
written by Madison Pobis of Stanford University and published in 
the blog Bill Lane Center for the American West.

“Bringing California’s groundwater supplies into balance will 
require huge sacri�ces from growers—some may see cutbacks as high 
as 50% on groundwater pumping. Farmers must also rethink which 
crops are worth keeping and how many acres can be sustained with 
limited water supplies,” Pobis writes.

“[We] found this an impressive overall e ort, which combined on-
the-ground reporting, extensive use of archival images, videography 
and data to explain a technical but crucial issue looming as California 
tries to apportion a shrinking resource—water,” the SEJ judges wrote.  

“�e package illustrated the likely human impact on family farmers 
of arcane water rules and provided a glimpse of the future as society 
deals with resource shortages. �e writing by Madison Pobis blended 
the big picture with the human scale, and the videos and data made 
excellent use of the resources of the Bill Lane Center, government 
archives and data,” the judges concluded. 

continued from page 27
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EVERY BEAT INCLUDES 

SCIENCE
Find training, resources, and the network you need  

through the National Association of Science Writersthrough the National Association of Science Writers

For more than 80 years,  
NASW has set the standards for accurate science 

reporting, no matter the medium. Take your science 
reporting to the next level.

www.nasw.org/join
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2020 SEJ AWARDS FOR EXCELLENCE

Complete List of Winners:               SEJ 19th Annual Awards
NINA MASON PULLIAM 
AWARD FOR OUTSTANDING 
ENVIRONMENTAL REPORTING
FIRST PLACE
“Polluter’s Paradise” by Tristan Baurick, Joan Meiners, 
Gordon Russell and Sara Sneath, �e Times-Picayune 
and �e Advocate, and Claire Perlman, Al Shaw and Lylla 
Younes, ProPublica

HONORABLE MENTION
Hal Bernton’s Beat Reporting by Hal Bernton and Daniel 
Beekman for �e Seattle Times

KEVIN CARMODY AWARD FOR 
OUTSTANDING INVESTIGATIVE 
REPORTING (LARGE NEWSROOM 
OR CIRCULATION)
FIRST PLACE
“Polluter’s Paradise” by Tristan Baurick, Joan Meiners, 
Gordon Russell and Sara Sneath, �e Times-Picayune 
and �e Advocate, and Claire Perlman, Al Shaw and Lylla 
Younes, ProPublica

SECOND PLACE
“�e Grumman Plume: Decades of Deceit” by Paul 
LaRocco and David M. Schwartz for Newsday

THIRD PLACE
“�e Green Blood Project” by Arthur Bouvart, Paloma 
Dupont de Dinechin, Jules Giraudat, Marion Guégan, 
Laurent Richard, Cécile Schilis-Gallego and Audrey 
Travère for Forbidden Stories

HONORABLE MENTION
“Flint’s Deadly Water“ by Jacob Carah, Sarah Childress, 
Abby Ellis, Frank Koughan and Kayla Ruble for PBS 
Frontline

HONORABLE MENTION
“Climate Change, Inequality and FEMA’s Hidden Disaster 
Data” by Robert Benincasa and Rebecca Hersher for 
National Public Radio

HONORABLE MENTION
“Poaching �reatens South America’s Only Bear Species“ 
by Eduardo Franco for National Geographic  

KEVIN CARMODY AWARD FOR 
OUTSTANDING INVESTIGATIVE 
REPORTING (SMALL NEWSROOM 
OR CIRCULATION)
FIRST PLACE
“Unwell Water” by Kyle Bagenstose and Jenny Wagner for 
Bucks County Courier Times

SECOND PLACE
“Permit Eyes Tons of Oil�eld Pollutants for Boysen, Wind 
River” by Angus M. �uermer Jr. for WyoFile

THIRD PLACE
“Cured in Place? An Underground Pipe Repair Raises 
Questions” Robin Lloyd for Undark

HONORABLE MENTION
“Getting ‘Results’” by Enrique Saenz for Indiana 
Environmental Reporter 

HONORABLE MENTION
“Drilling Deep: Green California’s Oil Regulators Invest 
in Companies, Issue Illegal Permits, Ignore Spills” by Janet 
Wilson for �e Desert Sun 

OUTSTANDING BEAT REPORTING 
(LARGE NEWSROOM OR  
CIRCULATION)
FIRST PLACE
Hal Bernton’s Beat Reporting by Hal Bernton and Daniel 
Beekman for �e Seattle Times

SECOND PLACE
Natasha Daly’s Animal Welfare Reporting for National 
Geographic 

THIRD PLACE
“New York’s Climate and Energy Policy” by Marie French 
for Politico

HONORABLE MENTION
Climate Change Beat Reporting by Alex Harris for �e 
Miami Herald 

HONORABLE MENTION
“Solutions to Global Environmental Problems” by Amy 
Yee for New York Times, Washington Post and Science 
Magazine 

HONORABLE MENTION
“Saving Manila Bay” by Carolyn Bonquin for CNN 
Philippines 

OUTSTANDING BEAT REPORTING 
(SMALL NEWSROOM OR 
CIRCULATION)
FIRST PLACE
“Holding the Powerful to Account for the Environment” 
by James Bruggers for InsideClimate News

SECOND PLACE
“Toxic Injustices: Communities and Children Assaulted  
by Trump’s Environmental Rollbacks” by Derrick Z. 
Jackson for American Prospect Magazine and the  
Union of Concerned Scientists 

THIRD PLACE
“�e CO2 Beat” by Mark Kaufman for Mashable 

HONORABLE MENTION
“Bad Chemistry” by Sharon Lerner for �e Intercept 

HONORABLE MENTION
“Anti-Protestor Legislation” by Naveena Sadasivam for Grist

HONORABLE MENTION
“Bears Ears, Voting Rights and Legal Bills: Beat  
Reporting from San Juan County, UT” by Zachary  
Podmore for �e Salt Lake Tribune 

OUTSTANDING EXPLANATORY 
REPORTING (LARGE  
NEWSROOM OR CIRCULATION)
FIRST PLACE
“2°C: Beyond the Limit” by Brady Dennis, Juliet Eilperin, 
Darryl Fears, Chris Mooney, Steven Mufson, John 
Muyskens, Aaron Steckelberg, Harry Stevens and Monica 
Ulmanu; photography by Salwan Georges and Bonnie Jo 
Mount; photos and videos by Carolyn Van Houten; and 
graphics by John Muyskens and Harry Stevens for �e 
Washington Post 

SECOND PLACE
“American Fallout” by Carolyn Cole, Sean Greene, Lorena 
Iñiguez Elebee, Ali Raj and Susanne Rust for Los Angeles 
Times

THIRD PLACE
“VICE Investigates: Amazon on Fire” by Subrata De, Beverly 
Chase, Ruben Davis, Craig �omson, Seb Walker, Juanita 
Ceballos, Adam Desiderio, Lee Doyle, Agnes Walton, Daniel 
Vergara, Ryo Ikegami, Cameron Dennis, Joe Matoske, Kelly 
Kendrick, Javier Manzano, Lunae Parracho, Roberta Fortuna, 
Alan Lima and Lyle Kendrick for Hulu 

HONORABLE MENTION
“Is California Ignoring the Science on Wild�re-Prone 
Housing?” by Joshua Smith for �e San Diego Union-Tribune 

HONORABLE MENTION
“Growing Food, Sowing Trouble” by Joe Wertz, Jamie 
Smith Hopkins, Spike Johnson, Jim Morris, Nathanael 
Johnson, Jesse Nichols, Daniel Penner, Clayton Aldern and 
Rupa Shenoy for �e Center for Public Integrity, Grist and 
�e World (co-reported project)

HONORABLE MENTION
“Arizona’s Next Water Crisis” by Ian James and Rob O’Dell 
(reporters) and Mark Henle (photographer) for �e Arizona 
Republic
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Complete List of Winners:               SEJ 19th Annual Awards
OUTSTANDING EXPLANATORY 
REPORTING  
(SMALL NEWSROOM  
OR CIRCULATION)
FIRST PLACE
“Guarding the Forest” by Karla Mendes and Max Baring 
for �omson Reuters Foundation

SECOND PLACE
“�e Great Insect Dying” by Jeremy Hance for Mongabay 

THIRD PLACE
“�e Drought Diaries: Six Families, �ree Countries, Six 
Months” by Obi Anyadike, Hassan Istiila, Anthony Langat 
and Tonderayi Mukeredzi for �e New Humanitarian

HONORABLE MENTION
“Road to Zero” by Julie Cart for CalMatters

HONORABLE MENTION
“Cancer Cloud” by Brad Schmidt for �e Oregonian/
OregonLive

HONORABLE MENTION
“�e Human Cost of Environmental Heat” by Elizabeth 
Whitman for Phoenix New Times

OUTSTANDING FEATURE 
STORY (LARGE NEWSROOM OR 
CIRCULATION)
FIRST PLACE
“Our Secret Delta”  by Tony Bartelme, Glenn Smith and 
photographer Lauren Petracca for �e Post and Courier

SECOND PLACE
“Guardians of the Amazon” by Dan Harris, Aicha El 
Hammar Castano, Brian Epstein, Constantine Limperis, 
Pete Madden, Julian Moura and Evan Simon for ABC 
News

THIRD PLACE
“�e Culling“ by Jessica Camille Aguirre for �e New York 
Times Magazine 

HONORABLE MENTION
“City of Oil” by Andrés Caballero and team Marlon 
Bishop, Antonia Cereijido, Natalia Fidelholtz, Maria 
Hinojosa, Stephanie Lebow, Janice Llamoca, Miguel 
Macias and Amy Tardi  for Latino USA

HONORABLE MENTION
“Cancel Earthworms“ by Julia Rosen for �e Atlantic

HONORABLE MENTION
“�e Green Miles“ by Gabriel Popkin for Washington Post 
Magazine 

OUTSTANDING FEATURE STORY 
(SMALL NEWSROOM  
OR CIRCULATION)
FIRST PLACE
“Undone Science: When Research Fails Polluted 
Communities” by Nancy Averett for Undark

SECOND PLACE
“Research and Rescue: Saving Species From Ourselves” by 
Ashley Braun for Longreads 

THIRD PLACE
“Alaskan Roulette” by Zoya Teirstein for Grist

HONORABLE MENTION
“�e Methane Detectives: On the Trail of a Global 
Warming Mystery” by Jonathan Mingle for Undark

HONORABLE MENTION 
“Superbug in the Hospital Waste” by Emmanuel Debrah 
for Joy News

HONORABLE MENTION
“�e Pangolin Reports: Tra¦cked to Extinction“ 
by Xu Jiaming, Elroi Yee and Karen Zhang for �e 
Environmental Reporting Collective 

RACHEL CARSON ENVIRONMENT 
BOOK AWARD
FIRST PLACE
“Inconspicuous Consumption: �e Environmental Impact 
You Don’t Know You Have” by Tatiana Schlossberg, 
published by Grand Central Publishing 

SECOND PLACE
“�e Fate of Food: What We’ll Eat in a Bigger, Hotter, 
Smarter World”  by Amanda Little, published by Harmony 
Books

THIRD PLACE
“Vanishing Fish: Shifting Baselines and the Future of 
Global Fisheries”  by Daniel Pauly, published by Greystone 
Books Ltd. 

HONORABLE MENTION
“Into the Planet: My Life as a Cave Diver” by Jill Heinerth, 
published by Ecco/HarperCollins 

HONORABLE MENTION
“As Long as Grass Grows: �e Indigenous Fight for 
Environmental Justice From Colonization to Standing 
Rock” by Dina Gilio-Whitaker, published by Beacon Press

HONORABLE MENTION
“Floating Coast: An Environmental History of the Bering 
Strait” by Bathsheba Demuth, published by W. W. Norton 
& Company 

OUTSTANDING STUDENT 
REPORTING
FIRST PLACE
“Small Farmers Wait for California’s Groundwater 
Hammer to Fall” by Madison Pobis, Stanford University, 
published in Bill Lane Center for the American West blog

SECOND PLACE
“�e Nature Cure: Science’s Newest Miracle Drug Is Free” 
by Aaron Reuben, Duke University, published in Outside 
Magazine

THIRD PLACE

“Hurricanes Spawn a Flood of Problems” by Sadira 
Bacchus, Jessica Horne, Jonathan Miller, Tyana Morris 
Emberton and Alex Smith, University of North Carolina 
Pembroke, published in Pine Needle News 

HONORABLE MENTION
“‘We See It All:’ Wisconsin Rowers on the Front Line 
of Lake Mendota’s Algae Blooms” by Sydney Widell, 
University of Wisconsin-Madison, published in �e Daily 
Cardinal

HONORABLE MENTION
“Residents Concerned About Groundwater Pollution 
From Coal Ash Ponds” by Jamie Hobbs, Danielle Pycior 
and Tristen Rouse at University of Missouri, published in 
the Columbia Missourian

HONORABLE MENTION
“�e Sea Beneath Us” by Grace Mitchell Tada, University of 
California, Berkeley, published in Bay Nature 
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My interest in climate change escalated in the summer 
of 2015, when I was teaching English in Zhengzhou, 
China. Zhengzhou is a metropolis of 8 million people that 

functions as the Middle Kingdom’s equivalent of Cincinnati, Ohio. 
I was in the middle of what could charitably called a “life 

transition.” Teaching Spanish and history at posh New England 
private schools hadn’t worked out. And teaching English in 
China was a way to raise cash quickly before moving back to 
Miami to start a Master’s in Fine Arts in poetry. It turned into a 
revelatory experience. 

One high-summer morning, in the middle of 
Hunan province, on what otherwise should have 
been an unremarkable day, I stepped outside 
and found myself unable to see the skyscrapers 
on the other side of the street. I was also unable 
to breathe. 

A black, acrid smog covered everything. I 
could barely see the sun. �e haze stuck around 
for weeks and followed everywhere I went—
from Shenzhen in the south to Beijing in the 
north. 

�is was more than mere pollution. Climate 
change was (up until that summer) a vague 
nagging, something I could learn about later—
maybe. But this was climate change I could breathe. What did 
it mean for my plan to move back to Miami at the end of the 
summer, a city which was already making headlines for being 
vulnerable?

My book, “Disposable City: Miami’s Future on the Shores of 
Climate Catastrophe,” is the fruit of the research started in that 
Zhengzhou hotel room, with my laundry drying in the bathroom 
and the sun obscured by smog.  

Once back in Miami, I turned to freelancing to earn cash while 
living on a graduate stipend. �at led to a series of popular articles 
in a local newsletter startup called �e New Tropic that touched 
on the city’s vulnerable drainage systems, real estate market and 
septic tanks. 

I developed an unhealthy obsession with wastewater systems. 
Given the opportunity, I’d turn any polite conversation into a 
jeremiad about what climate change was soon going to do to 
Miami’s 110,000 or so septic tanks.

Which is precisely what I did one evening after a poetry 
reading at a 2016 writers conference in Portland. I was drunkenly 
chatting with the editor of an independent press about poop 
and rising sea levels in my hometown when the man, who was 

probably not interested in hearing a disquisition on Miami’s 
poop problems, suggested I write a book proposal and send it to 
his press. 

So, with the help of Max Sinshiemer, an old college buddy 
who had turned into a literary agent, I did. �e editor ultimately 
rejected the book proposal, and so did a bevy of other presses. But 
Max was persistent, and over the course of a year he managed to 
get the book proposal into the hands of Remy Cawley, an editor 
at a Big Four press who saw something that others didn’t. 

In an e ort to convince the other editors at her press that the 
book was worth buying, she asked me to write 
another two chapters in addition to the one 
already included in the proposal. I did, but it 
wasn’t enough. �e editors at the press where 
Cawley worked didn’t see the commercial 
potential in a book only about Miami, even 
though they regularly published books only 
about New York. 

I kept writing and interviewing and reporting 
on the subject. Shortly after the Big Four 
rejection, one chapter of the book, which had 
been published in �e Believer magazine, was 
selected for “Best American Essays 2019.” And 
Cawley moved to Bold Type Books, taking 

my proposal with her. Bold Type jumped at it, and made me an 
o¦cer in September 2018, after two years of shopping it around. 

Per the contract, I had a year to write the rest of the 80,000-
word manuscript. So, relying on the advance, and some freelance 
income, I did nothing but write for about seven months in 2019. 

By the end of the process, I’d interviewed over 150 sources, made 
half a dozen public records requests, reported on two hurricanes, 
helped catch a python, kayaked up the Miami River, investigated 
a nuclear power plant and followed in the wake of quixotic public 
o¦cials showing o  shiny new pieces of infrastructure meant to 
hold back the inexorably rising tide. 

And while the manuscript went through fact checks, copy edits 
and legal reads, I managed to land a job as a fulltime journalist 
at the South Florida Sun Sentinel, covering the federal courts 
system. 

�e book dropped in July, at the height of Miami’s second 
coronavirus infection peak, and I am continually surprised and 
heartened by the positive reception it’s received.

Mario Alejandro Ariza’s book, “Disposable City: Miami’s future on the 
Shores of Climate Catastrophe” was recently published by Bold Type Books.

SIGN-OFF

An Obsessive Quest
Catching a Python, 150 Sources, Two Hurricanes and the Investigation 
of a Nuclear Power Plant All Helped Create ‘Disposable City”
By Mario Alejandro Ariza

MARIO ALEJANDRO ARIZA
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 Urban Growth and the Wild

Idaho bridges more than the continental divide: 
A red state with a streak of bright purple, Idaho banks on tech, 
recreation and agriculture. Its history of logging, ranching and 

mining has left a complicated legacy on its awe-inspiring 
landscape. In Boise, America’s fastest growing city, 
you can ski and golf on the same winter day. But 
the challenges and opportunities facing state and 
tribal governments are familiar: urban sprawl, lim-
ited resources, energy sources, and conserving the 
wild for future generations. 

Join SEJ and our host, Boise State University, 
in September 2020 for a jam-packed election 
year agenda!

Co-chairs:
Rocky Barker, 
Retired Daily Environmental Reporter

Christy George, 
Freelance Radio News Editor

ENVIRONMENTAL JOURNALISM 2021
Society of Environmental Journalists

30th Annual Conference   /   June 2-6, 2021
Hosted by Boise State University

  COME AND SEE FOR YOURSELF
/ how Boise balances growth and conservation

/ GOP politicians and Millennial voters 

/ protecting vs using public lands 

/ climate change and carbon farming 

/ ranching and wolves

/ grazing and sage grouse

/ nuclear waste and national parks

/ Puget Sound orcas, Columbia-Snake River 
   dams and Idaho salmon 

Society of 
Environmental 

Journalists 
www.sej.org 

Boise State
University

www.boisestate.edu

Boise StateSociety of 
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