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Introduction

Schools and teachers are not alone in the
effort to increase knowledge of the
environment. Journalists, including photo
journalists, and other writers play important
roles in investigating stories and educating
the public about complex environmental
issues involving science, business, public
policy, and society. Knowledge alone is
only a starting point, however. The aim of
environmental literacy is the generation of
environmental values in all corners of
society so that individuals will act
responsibly on what they know. The 1972
United Nations Conference on the Human
Environment, during which microbiologist
and ecologist René Dubos introduced the
famous aphorism ‘“Think Globally, Act
Locally”, marked a turning point in public
awareness.
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Journalism

1 I

The images are now iconic ones. A

cormorant, encased in a sheath of smooth

black oil, lies unmoving on a rocky
shore. A sea otter shivers, its fur matted
and tarred. A bald eagle, symbol of the
United States, is dead from eating oil.
These powerful pictures appeared on
television and in newspapers and

magazines during the spring of 1989



when the Exxon Valdez oil tanker
crashed into Bligh Reef. Eleven million
gallons or so of Alaskan crude oil spilled
out and were soon carried by wind and
water into a wilderness area of rocky
islands and abundant wildlife. Prince
William Sound, which lies south of
Anchorage, became the subject of
countless stories about the massive oil
spill, the difficulties of the ensuing clean

up, and the short- and long-term
devastation wrought by the accident.
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The dramatic images and many articles
about the spill had a wide-ranging effect.
They led people to volunteer their
services to clean up wildlife. They
educated the public about the hazards of



oil transportation, which contributed to
the swift passage by the U.S. Congress of
the Oil Pollution Act of 1990. This
legislation—which among other things
led to stringent penalties for companies
that spilled, to a requirement for
double-hulled tankers, and to more
freedom for the federal government to
respond in the case of another spill—had
been stalled for about fourteen years
because the country had lacked the
political will to enact it. In addition, o1l

exploration in another pristine and
remote part of Alaska, the Arctic
National Wildlife Refuge, was forestalled
at least for the ten years following the spill.
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The Exxon Valdez is just one of the many
huge environmental stories of the late
twentieth century. Most Americans are
familiar with the threat of global
warming, with the loss of the ozone
layer, with destruction of rain forests

A around the world and the impact that loss
has on biodiversity. People have read
about the spotted owl and the fight

between environmentalists trying to save

its habitat and loggers trying to make
their living in the same forests. They
know about the over-fishing of the
oceans, the bleaching of coral reefs, the
problems of water and air pollution and
the surfeit of garbage. In general, people
often want to know even more: according
to a poll conducted for the Los Angeles



Times Mirror in 1995, half of readers
want additional stories about the
environment.
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At the same time that the press makes

.. pcople aware of environmental issues, it

shapes how the public views these topics
and their response to them. Stories can
galvanize people to act or they can create
a sense of apathy if it seems the problems
are too huge to address. Sometimes
stories can leave people with only part of
the picture. Because environmental
issues are usually so complicated and
poorly understood, stories do not always
adequately convey all the intricacies of
the issue. For instance, the images of oil



on the beaches of Alaska were so
disturbing that efforts were launched to
remove all the oil. The public wanted
Prince William Sound to look pristine
again. However, some of the techniques
that were used to try to remove all the oil,
such as blasting hot water onto the
beaches, had their own negative effects:
the hot water cooked whatever life had
survived the oil spill, killing tiny

creatures and microorganisms that are
important to the food chain. In retrospect,
scientists think it may have been better to
clean some places and not others.
Nevertheless, the scientific debates were
not always clearly conveyed in the
media, and the public pressure to clean
the beaches remained very great.






