Guiding Grads

Knight Center alumni offer advice and warnings on how a new generation of

environmental journalists should navigate the field

2000 2001
1998 The European Union bans leaded gasoline to Bush withdraws the U.S. from Kyoto Treaty, which
reduce pollutants emitted from cars and lead established a global commitment to reduce green-
The Safe Drinking Water Act sets standards for drinking levels in the blood stream.The EPA approves house gases, especially C02 emissions. On June 14,
water quality and bans the use of untreated irrigation canal new emission standards to cut truck and bus European leaders scold Bush for this move.

water for drinking.

DEBBIE MUNSON BADINI

BIO: Knight Center graduate assistant 2004-2005. Michigan Department
of Natural Resources communications representative.

RECOMMENDED READ: The Lorax, by Dr. Seuss. An underdog story, and a
childhood favorite, its environmental implications and influence on my
ideals escaped me until I read it again as an adult.

Journalists and journalism students lately act like they’re one step
away from being added to the endangered species list.

Never before has there been a greater demand for “green” news,
and our audience is looking to a growing variety of non-traditional
media outlets — such as Twitter, Facebook and YouTube — to satisfy
their appetites.

Though these new media outlets will not replace television news,
magazines and newspapers, an increasing number of outlets for envi-
ronmental news is a good thing for current students who have learned
how to use these tools as a journalist.

Adapt or die: This platitude no longer applies only to the endan-
gered species we cover. No longer can environmental journalism stu-
dents leave school thinking they are going to simply be a newspaper
reporter, television producer, photographer or Web content manager.

Roll all of these jobs into one, add a proficiency with social media
networking, and that’s closer to what will be expected of future envi-
ronmental journalists.

KATIE COLEMAN

BIO: EJ’s editor 2006-2007. Grant writer for the Environmental Law &
Policy Center, a nonprofit environmental law firm based in Chicago.
RECOMMENDED READ: Earth Odyssey, by Mark Hertsgaard, who investigates
like a reporter and writes like a storyteller, breaking down without
dumbing down some of the most complex global environmental issues.

The most significant environmental change since I studied at the
Knight Center has been the increased excitement surrounding high-
speed rail development. In a country where cars rule, creating the
same kind of clean, modern, convenient, affordable, comfortable and
fast trains found in Western Europe and parts of Asia simply was not
realistic — politically or financially.

But as the old adage goes: There is opportunity in crisis.

The economic stimulus package contains $9.3 billion for high-speed
rail development and other passenger-rail improvements. This is
significant for our economy and for our environment. It not only will
help create real-time construction and engineering jobs but will also
pull new jobs, businesses and people into our urban centers over the
long haul — this, in turn, will help reverse sprawl and thereby reduce
pollution.

pollution by 95 percent by 2010.

SIGNIFICANT ENVIRONMENTAL EVENTS

IVONA LERMAN

BIO: Knight Center graduate student 1999-2001. Deputy editor-in-chief
at the Croatian edition of National Geographic Magazine, won a
prestigious Croatian Journalists’ Association award for her story on
overfishing in the Adriatic Sea.

Layoffs and cuts make it harder to be a responsible journalist
everywhere in the world. The financial crisis is just starting to hit
Croatia and we are already seeing increased pressure to find ways
to be more profitable. We are facing a great challenge: how to stay
afloat while not compromising the integrity and quality of journalism.
This is, I believe, the biggest challenge of modern journalism, and
environmental journalism as well.

But for environmental journalism, not all news is bad. National
Geographic Magazine, for example, recently decided to strengthen and
deepen its environmental coverage by forming a new team within the
magazine dedicated solely to energy and the environment.

Global warming is one of our major priorities. Climate change is
a continuously growing and evolving story: Now it’s not only about
weather patterns and melting of the ice caps — it’s also about energy
efficiency and green building. As countries struggle to survive the
financial crisis, green technology and building will become increas-
ingly important, and environmental journalists will have a crucial
role in covering that story.

LAURA SAMS

BIO: Studied in the Knight Center in 2002. Co-owns Sisbro Studios,
which creates wildlife films, books and educational media.
RECOMMENDED READ: Beyond Ecophobia, by David Sobel, highlights the
importance of giving children time to love the natural world before
burdening them with saving it.

Over the last 10 years, I have become increasingly more sensitive
to the effects that “doom and gloom” stories can have on young
people, as well as adults. While filming a recent project, I asked a
third-grade student what he liked about the ocean.

“The dolphins are being killed and the coral are dying,” he said.
“We need to save them.”

I paused and said, “That is what is wrong with the ocean. Now
what do you like?”

He looked at me with a slightly furrowed brow before his face lit
up with a smile. “I think octopus are really cool because they can fit
their bodies into a tiny soda bottle,” he said.

We should teach kids what is right about the world before we
teach them what is wrong. I encourage environmental journalists to
give adults and children more reasons to celebrate the world.

2002

Monsanto Chemical Company, Roundup 2003

herbicide producer, found guilty of polluting

Anniston, Ala., with toxic PCBs. In June, an Energy Bill is introduced to Congress
2002 to include ethanol mandates, nuclear power plant

constructions, and electrical reliability measures.
President Bush denies EPA report link-
ing human activity to global warming.

1999

1999

2000 2001

The Knight Center for Environmental 2001
Journalism is established with a $500,000 2000

endowment grant from the John S.and
James L. Knight Foundation.

1995
MSU’s program in

The Knight Center hosts the Society of
Environmental Journalists’ national conference.
The Knight Center moves to larger offices in rooms

381 and 382 of the Communication Arts Building.

hiring Jim Detjen as the Knight Chair in Journalism, and
Barb Miller as administrative assistant.

81 € spring 2009

The Knight Center hosts its fifth Great Lakes
Environmental Journalism Training Institute.
Andy Revkin, New York Times national envi-
ali lism is established, ronmental writer, is the keynote speaker.

2002 ——————————— 2003 ————————— 2004 —

2002

Jim Detjen teaches environmental jour-

nalism at Nankai University in China as a 2003

Fulbright Scholar. Dave Poulson is hired as the Knight Center’s assis-
2002 tant director (now associate director). He teaches
EJ Magazineis created by Kisten Tuinstra and Randy ~ first dass in investigative environmental reporting.
Yeip, two master’s students. Knight Foundation gives
the Knight Center $250,000 to expand its programs.



-© 2004

A massive tsunami in the Indian
Ocean kills more than 140,000.

2005 &————© 2005

A study in the journal Science cites increasing
forest and wetland destruction as the big-
gest potential threat to human health and
global sustainability.

The European Union bans six
different chemicals, phthalates,
used in plastic toys, because of
carcinogenic effects.

92005

In August, Hurricane Katrina lands in Louisiana
as a category 3 storm, killing about 1,900.The
hurricane has been linked to global warming.

KRISTIN JOHNSON

BIO: Knight Center graduate assistant 2005-2007. Former design editor, The
Seattle Post-Intelligence.

Journalism students are in a unique position to experiment with new
forms of communication in a supportive environment, such as the Knight
Center. The more skills you have, the better. I encourage every journalist
— student or professional — to aggressively seek new experiences with
technology: Have a friend walk you through a video-editing program or
start a blog.

In the midst of cuts and closures, multi-faceted journalists are the least
expendable and most attractive to potential employers.

BRIAN FOLEY

BIO: Knight Center graduate student 2004-2005. Writes online media for the
Sierra Club.

The old model of muckraking, investigative, Woodward-esque journal-
ism with deadlines and typewriters is obsolete. For environmental report-
ing, online diaries, blogs and videos are the real deal. Look how quickly
the mainstream media abandoned the TVA coal ash spill — a disaster that
dwarfed that of the Exxon Valdez.

Thanks to activists with video cameras and keyboards, we can still get
updates on the cleanup or lack thereof. With newspapers disintegrating
and laying off investigative reporters, citizen journalism is filling the void.

ALEX NIXON

BIO: Studied in the Knight Center in 2004. The Kalamazoo Gazette’s busi-
ness reporter, Nixon fits environmental stories in his coverage.
RECOMMENDED READ: Cradle to Cradle: Rethinking the Way We Make Things,
by William McDonough and Michael Braungart, forces readers to re-imag-
ine businesses as providers of sustainable solutions instead of polluters.

Environmental reporting faces a perfect storm. The public seems more
aware and interested in environmental stories, and the Pulitzer committee
now recognizes these stories. But print reporters, and the newspapers that
employ them, are squeezed by economic forces. That reduces newshole,
reporting staffs and investments in investigative journalism.

To combat the challenges, journalists must commit to reporting on
these critical issues. Because space is tight and deadlines tighter, it is
essential that reporters convince their editors of the importance of envi-
ronmental coverage. And then they must be willing to experiment with
new ways of presenting their work online through print, photos, graphics,
maps and video.

IKE IYIOKE

BIO: Inaugural Knight Center Class: 1997-1999. Editor and graphic designer
for MSU’s Department of Pharmacology and Toxicology.
RECOMMENDED READ: Silent Spring, by Rachel Carson.

Encouraging for the environment is the enthusiasm among journalists
who, despite massive job elimination, have maintained a strong journalis-
tic standard. My anxieties are two-fold: the immediate economic problems;
and in maintaining focus at a time of upheaval.

The role of the environmental journalist does not lie simply in scientific
investigation and writing; he or she must also participate in the general
national planning necessary to steer a course through upcoming environ-
mental hazards.

2006

Al Gore’s global warming documentary An
Inconvenient Truth, wins an Academy Award for Best
Documentary Feature.

2006

The issue of water scarcity gets major news
coverage — an estimated 1/3 of humans
worldwide lack access to clean water.

2007

Al Gore and the Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change win the Nobel Peace Prize.

JACQUELYN HALAS

BIO: Studied in the Knight Center 2003-2007. Corporate communications at Blue Cross Blue
Shield of Michigan.

RECOMMENDED READ: Green Collar Economy, by Van Jones, ties environmental facts and sustainable
philosophy to real time, people and situations. It explains issues, provides cause-and-effect
scenarios and offers real solutions to current problems.

Equipping students with knowledge about how to effectively use multimedia, communica-
tion strategy and public relations has given Knight Center students an edge over the competi-
tion. By teaching different skill sets and widening journalistic scope, students become even
more versatile and marketable in this unstable economy.

Many newspapers and communications departments are going under because many employ-
ees don’t know how to tie the bottom line to their work. Most newspapers and magazines are
corporations. If we’re able to incorporate dollars saved into our work philosophy, we’re more
valuable to the corporation and community. Getting rid of us won’t make sense.

By drawing lines of sight between environmental issues and average people through our
work, we’ll get the public buzzing. The masses need to know why going green matters, where
opportunities to support green initiatives lie, how sustainable living can improve well-being and
how it can bolster our national security.

KRISTEN TUINSTRA

BIO: Founding editor of EJ, 2002. Edits and writs for a nonprofit Christian ministry devoted to
children; is writing an environmental book.
RECOMMENDED READ: Silent Spring.

I have always tried to work environmental angles into most of the magazines, nonfiction
and fiction that I have edited and written for children. I encourage new writers or editors in
any field other than environmental to do the same. Get creative. Whether it’s using recycled
paper for the publication, initiating a recycling drive in the community, or instigating a “green”
feature, you can use your enviro background to help the planet. No effort is too small.

Focus on the kids. If we grab these guys when they’re little and educate them on recycling,
conserving resources and other environmental issues, we’ll have a cleaner earth in the future
— they will naturally consider the environment in every choice they make.

CORBIN SULLIVAN

BIO: EJ’s editor 2002-2003. In third year of medical school at the Medical College of Wisconsin,
will soon apply for residencies in otolaryngology.

RECOMMENDED READ: Lord of the Rings: The Two Towers, by J.R.R. Tolkien. The message is plain
and clear, regardless of the garnishes.

The world’s economic situation could tip either for or against the environment. The knee-
jerk reaction would be to cut taxes on oil, make it easier for companies to use and abuse the
environment for profit, and to worry less about recycling and other acts that may benefit the
environment, but also require time and money. The environmental and pragmatic approach
would be to invest in clean energy, improved public transportation and more extensive and
efficient recycling, hoping the investment profits the world, as well as our wallets.

Of course, it will take every ounce of charisma our new leadership has to ask for such a
sacrifice in return for such seemingly uncertain future benefit. But most of the impetus will
have to come from a public addled by the constant ups and downs of the markets, and worried
more about preserving their financial futures than preserving the planet.

AILEO WEINMANN

BIO: EJ Magazine editor 2004-2005. Communications manager at National Wildlife Federation.
RECOMMENDED READ: Silent Spring. “Fearless and unrelenting in her call to action, Carson inspired
me to pursue a media career to protect the planet.”

Unfortunately, the collapsing world and domestic economies are threatening to deal many of
America’s newspapers a fatal blow. No one reading this will be surprised to hear that journal-
ism is undergoing a radical transformation. But it’s worth repeating that anyone entering the
field must be realistic about a recipe for success.

Find a niche and work hard to make it your own. And be ready to change gears when the
ground shifts beneath you.

2008

Aretaining well collapses at the Tennessee Valley Authority’s
Kingston coal plant — 2.6 million cubic yards of toxic ash
affect humans, animals and the Tennessee River watershed.

2007

The warmest year ever — aver-
age temperature of 1.84 degrees
Fahrenheit above average.

2008

Chinese-made children's toys (due to lead) and pet
food (due to contaminants) recalled worldwide.

2005

2004

Knight Center holds its first training
workshop for environmental journal-
ists in Mexico. Barb Miller wins Jack
Breslin Distinguished Staff Award.

2005

Knight Center awards MSU $2.2 million to
expand the Knight Center — the largest
grant in 95 years of journalism at MSU.

2005

Knight Center trains Indian journalists in New
Delhi, India. Knight Center Web site launches.

2006 2007

2006

First endowed scholarship is cre-

ated and the Great Lakes wiki project
launches. Amol Pavangadkar is hired to
teach online and digital media.
2006 ¢

Knight Center offers first training workshop for
230 Detroit high school journalists, “boot camp”
at SEJ national conference and environmental
journalism summit at Columbia University.

2007

Knight Center launches master’s degree special-
ization in environmental journalism. Lou D"Aria
and his students produce the Knight Center’s first
documentary, Dying to Be Heard.

2009

2008

2008

£J Magazine and two other Knight Center
projects named among top three nation-
ally by Society of Professional Journalists.

2008

First online environmental journalism class
taught by Dave Poulson. Chris Kennedy is
hired to assist Barb Miller.

2008

The Knight Center hosts its first environmental
film festival,“Green on the Big Screen.”Lou D'Aria
wins a Michigan Emmy for Dying to Be Heard.

2009

Knight Center celebrates 10th anni-
versary.Jim Detjen selected to be a
visiting scholar at Oxford University.
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