
John Hunter

Antarctic Climate & Ecosystems

Cooperative Research Centre

Environmental Journalism:

What Are the Major Impediments to Quality Media Coverage

of Science−Based Environmental Issues?

Covering Environmental Science
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e.g. global warming, ozone hole, genetically−engineered crops, forestry,

Australian rivers

Time scales:

Research also takes a long time

Processes cover decades to centuries

Urgency for results

Hence pressure to give preliminary results to media etc., sometimes

before publication

Often of a global nature:

Scientific results are conventionally presented as papers in scientific

journals

The "big picture" only emerges after a synthesis of the results 

these papers

Any one result in any one paper should be treated in a global

context (e.g. 2003 heatwave in Britain)



2003 Heatwave in Britain
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ABC News Online, 8 Sept. 2003:

NSW Opposition makes noise over road funds
The NSW Opposition says funding to alleviate noise from heavy vehicles on the
Pacific Highway is too little, too late
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ABC News Online, 8 Sept. 2003:

NSW Opposition makes noise over road funds
The NSW Opposition says funding to alleviate noise from heavy vehicles on the
Pacific Highway is too little, too late

$10m wind farm nearing completion
What is said to be Australia’s latest renewable energy project is virtually
complete

Tourism groups want more reef protection
Queensland’s regional tourism organisations have united in a show of support for
greater protection of the Great Barrier Reef

Logging may wipe out endangered plant: Greens
The Tasmanian Greens have stepped up their campaign against logging at
Recherche Bay

Environmental Issues (continued)

Most environmental problems have strong political overtones

For example, environmental items on
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Water authority to probe lake sewage spill
Central Highlands Water has promised a full investigation into a sewage spill into
Lake Daylesford, in central Victoria, that has stopped residents using the lake

Minister offers seismic test assurances
Victorian Resources Minister Theo Theophanous says local concerns will be taken
into account before seismic testing for oil and gas is allowed in the Otway Basin
in the state’s south−west

Plans to flow for river boost
A plan to get more water into the Moorabool River, in Victoria, will be drawn up
during the next month

Australian stocks being overfished: report
The Australian Fisheries Management Authority says the latest report on fish
stocks is bad news for commercial fishermen

Environmental Issues (continued)
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of being true.

"Globally, it is very likely that the 1990s was

the warmest decade ..... since 1861."

where                    was defined as having a 90−99% chance"very likely"

Uncertainty

and global warming in particular:

uncertainty

Example from Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC):

An excellent introduction to                    in an environmental context, 

Uncertain Science . . . Uncertain World

Cambridge University Press, 2003.

by Henry N. Pollack,



Understand uncertainty

Aim for balance

Talk to the scientist if you can

- don’t just read the scientific paper.

Understand that scientists don’t always know the answer

Four Useful Rules
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Two Kinds of Coverage − Example of Port Arthur
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Sea level benchmark installed at Port Arthur on 1 July 1841

Benchmark related to sea level observations covering 1841 and 1842

We have made modern sea level observations 1999−present

Controversy about location of benchmark relative to sea level in 1841

Port Arthur: Summary

Hence we have estimated sea level rise 1841−present

    (three journal articles)
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Port Arthur: the Herald Sun



Port Arthur: the Herald Sun

Lempriere’s bench mark is exciting

evidence that challenges the biggest

green scare − that the seas are rising 

as the world gets hotter and melts

the polar ice caps.

The more we learn, the more dodgy

bogey−man claims about global

warming seem.
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It probably pays an interviewer not to be the first to interview
a scientist on a given topic

The scientist can steer the interview with only a little practice

A scientist needs some experience of interview techniques

What Else Have I Learned?



Collaboration or Gamesmanship?
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HOW DO THEY WANT

TO HEAR IT?

WHAT DO THEY

WANT TO HEAR?
AUDIENCE

PUBLIC

The Almighty Dollar
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30 October 200624 May 2006

An Incovenient Truth (Al Gore) The "Stern" Review


