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ESSAY TOPIC 

A  written report on the Grocott’s Mail research project.

ABSTRACT

Grocott’s Mail does not have a policy on environmental reporting.  The first half of the report will discuss the research aims of our project, the methods we employed, as well as our findings.  The second half will, based on the analysis of our findings and existing industry policies, make policy recommendations for an environmental reporting policy for Grocott’s Mail. 

The objective of our research project was to provide guidelines for Grocott’s Mail to compile a practical policy for reporting on issues regarding the environment. 

Our first aim was to provide a useful definition for the term “environment”.  From the various interviews we conducted, we realised that the term “environment” is a very broad term and that it should be clearly defined within the context of reporting on it.  Secondly, we conducted background research into existing industry policies from which to work and build on.  We discovered that the South African media did not have many explicit and identifiable policies about reporting on the environment.  We drew from the experience of other countries like Zambia to provide theoretical reasoning to substantiate our proposed policy suggestions.  

We made use of a variety of methods to research this issue.  We obtained a wide range of opinions regarding environmental issues from people in Grahamstown, and we made use of resources like the Internet to aid our research.  Using all the data we gathered from research on the Internet and the interviews, we compiled a list of useful proposals for an environmental policy for Grocott’s Mail.

For the purposes of our research we made use of qualitative research methods.  Although it is usually not fully representative, qualitative research makes it possible to obtain in-depth information about a certain topic.  We decided not to use techniques such as focus groups because it would also not have been representative of the Grahamstown community.  Instead, we identified key role players in Grahamstown that were interested in the needs of the people in the community.  These people were committed to the idea of ‘communication for development’ and believed that communication between various people in the community would be beneficial to problem solving in Grahamstown. This idea is similar to that of Rosen (1999) that believes in a “new public-style of coverage that will empower all members of society with better information about the world they live in”. Citizens will feel part of the system and will take part in what Jay Rosen calls “deliberative dialogue”. They believed that the participation of Grocott’s Mail in this process would greatly enhance the process of ‘communication for development’ amongst the people in Grahamstown.

We conducted individual interviews with a number of people in Grahamstown. The interviews were both structured and unstructured.  We found that it was important not to structure the interviews too rigidly because it was in the less formal interviews that we obtained valuable information.  Therefore, we asked open-ended questions that were both general and more specific in nature. The Internet was another valuable research tool to obtain information about environmental policies in other countries.

In our open-ended questions we asked about any previous experiences they have had with Grocott’s Mail reporting on the environment or on aspects of their work, what kind of environmental issues they felt needed coverage and in what ways it would be beneficial to report on the environment. 

We also asked more specific questions like what their responsibilities were in their department in terms of the environment, which aspects of their work was in need of more coverage and which environmental projects they were involved with.

From the interviews we determined that the term ‘environment’ can be interpreted in many ways.  Therefore, we decided that the areas encompassed by the term “environment” should include fauna and flaura, water pollution, air pollution and conservation.  Other areas also included are commercial issues regarding agriculture and game farms and any research conducted into the environment, here at Rhodes or in Grahamstown. Furthermore, we also decided to include the area of environmental health because it deals with issues of pest control, waste management and illegal dumping.  These issues, in turn, also impact negatively on the environment and the quality of life of the community.

We interviewed a number of officials from the Makana Municipality.  These interviews were very useful because they highlighted a number of opinions and feelings of the Grahamstown community regarding the issue. It gave us a better understanding of what it is that the community would like to read about the environment in Grocott’s Mail.  Johann Esterhuizen, the Head of Department of Environmental Health, wants their department to get more exposure.  He believes that the work they do is important to the whole community because waste removal, illegal dumping, the control of stray animals, the spread of diseases and the potential health risks of all these issues is important to everyone in Grahamstown. 

 Kevin Budge, the Assistant Director of Parks and recreation believes that it is important to conserve the environment in and outside the town.  His area of concern includes issues surrounding encroachment of animals in the town as well as alien vegetation.  He would like to read more articles about these issues as well as progress reports on major projects like the ‘Albany Working for Water project’.  He said that “a good environment is important for good quality of life”. He believes that Grahamstown should have more “Greening Programmes” so that the environment can be utilised to attract tourism, thereby creating job opportunities. He also said that law enforcement in terms of crimes against the environment should be carried out more strictly.

Local businessman Sean Haydock, owner and founder of Grahamstown Recycling, also has many good ideas for an environmental reporting policy for Grocott’s Mail.  He is particularly concerned with issues of waste removal, refuse dumping and recycling.  He suggested that Grocott’s Mail should have an ‘environmental page’ and said that he would like to read more positive “success” stories about the environment in Grocott’s Mail.  He believes that readers should be empowered through information.  His philosophy is similar to the idea of ‘communication for development’ discussed earlier.

Grocott’s Mail does not have a policy on reporting on the environment.  There are also very few existing industry policies on reporting on the environment.  To formulate our policy suggestions, we drew on the suggestions from, among others, the Society of Environmental Journalists.  They aim to encourage addition and expansion of environmental reporting positions within broadcasting and print.  Judging from the lack in existing industry policy, it is evident that the media does not prioritise reporting on the environment.  Furthermore, the society “wants to stimulate more and better coverage of important environmental issues as well as increase the information resources, training and educational events that are already available to journalists who are covering the environment” (http://www/sej.org).

Our policy suggestions were also informed by a number of comments from two environmental Journalists from Zambia. In an article, Susan Musukama (2002), the Vice-President of the press association of Zambia, quotes Bwalya Nondo.  He said, "There is need to establish a linkage for the media and environmental experts and scientists to enhance information availability.  Singy Hanyona said "Many researchers and environmental experts bombard journalists with a series of facts and statistics and fail to assemble effective media packs.”

Chair of the jury for the Reuters – IUCN environmental media awards, Her Majesty Queen Noor of Jordan said

"In these last years environmental reporting has gained a voice in newsrooms. And yet, that voice is still far quieter than it should be. The public needs to be informed of the threats to all aspects of life, and why and how they must assume responsibility for protecting social equity, human rights and the environment. Environmental reporting requires a certain measure of civil courage as uncovering polluters, pointing to the causes of forest loss or species extinction, or to those who benefit from illegal wildlife trade, can expose the writer to ridicule or retaliation. We admire those journalists who marshal their courage to face not only the inhospitable wilderness where they may have to do their research, but also the sometimes more dangerous corporate and political jungles where their quarry lurks!" (http://www/iucn.org/reuters/2002/awards.htm)

After we analysed our findings we decided to make the following recommendations for an environmental reporting policy for Grocott’s Mail. 

We found that there is a need for a more balanced view of the Makana Municipality’s work concerning the environment. They should not report only on failures, but also on what they have accomplished. Grocott’s Mail should rather empower and educate the community through ‘communication for development’.  This can be done by reporting on important projects and workshops that aim to better the lives of residents in town and in Grahamstown east.

We are aware that there is adequate reporting on certain issues relating to the environment, for example Arbour Week and the Botanical Gardens, but other areas are lacking.  Environmental Health, stray animals, diseases and waste management is a very important area that should be reported on in the future. Furthermore, the benefits of maintaining a green Grahamstown should be highlighted and encouraged. Moreover, Grocott’s Mail should focus on areas of concern such as poverty alleviation and recognise the relationship between the environment and social development.

All the above-mentioned proposals should be informed by the belief that the environment is important to everyone and that safeguarding the environment is essential for the whole community’s quality of life.  In addition to this, everyone in the Grahamstown community should realise that the environment is not just about nature, but also about the people and their environmental health.  
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