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1. Introduction: 

Environment and media are linked together in the way that media 

mediates between publics and the environment. In particular, in 

the way that media constructs and communicates the environment. 

Analysing the particularities of this activity is the major focus 

of this paper. 

2. Media vs environment:

However, it is significant to point out before proceeding another 

level of interconnection between media and the environment. This 

is the level of media technology and the environment. Here, one 

may refer very obviously to paper, and the huge environmental 

implications entailed. Even if sustainability were guaranteed, in 

the sense of new trees being planted for those turned into pulp, 

one could still point to environmental problems such as green 

deserts created by monoculture, alien species, destruction of 

indigenous rainforests, the pollution stemming from pulp and 

paper mills, and the dangers of bleaches, dyes and carcinogenic 

oxides in the final product. Then there remain problems of 

wastage, of decomposition and the impact on global warming, 

although to some extent these may be ameliorated by paper 

recycling. Paper, too, has to be transported: and one can only 

shudder at the thought of how much fossil fuel is burnt in the 

daily delivery of 17 million copies of Japan's Yomuri Shimbun, 

the world's biggest newspaper each day. 

If paper is problematic from an environmental point of view, it 

may be good news that electronic means of communication seem 

likely to replace a lot of pulp in the next century. However, 

computers themselves are not necessarily environmentally-

friendly: there are problems here too related to consumption of 

raw materials, absorption of energy, radiation, disposal and 

ergonomics. Interestingly, Dutch authorities are currently trying 

to standardise a system of Green grading for products, in order 

to lay down specifics for the claims made by manufacturers, and 

on their list of priority commodities, alongside cat litter, are 

video-cassettes, computers and computer disks. 

Media then does not stand outside or above environmental 

concerns. Certainly, it is not environmentally neutral, a paradox 

that sees environmental publications such as New Ground magazine 

printed on non-recycled paper.  As to the messages in the media, 

one should not look only for direct coverage of explicit 

environmental matters. The extent of promoting consumption and 

anti-environmental practices in the media almost entirely 

eclipses promotion of environmental concerns. There are of course 

sensible commercial reasons for this: how else would media 

survive in a market society without advertising?

These harsh realities derive from the fact that media is not 

separate from society, that it is not free to simply choose 

either technology or coverage. It is within these (changing) 

constraints, that one can critically analyse and assess the tango 

between media and the environment. 

3. Environmentalism and society: 

It is common knowledge that environmental concerns are more 

prominent globally than ever before, they have become The 

Environment. The issue goes far beyond conservation, extends past 

ecology, and encompasses the holistic relationship of humanity to 

nature and to each other. Environmentalism has been put on the 

map by real material developments on the planet, by lobby 

activities and responses to these, and by the media. They began 

to move to the mainstream of Western society with the release of 

the Brundtland report for the United Nations in 1987, which 

approached the issue from the point of view of sustainable 

economic development. The report highlighted the importance and 

interrelationship between a range of factors, and the need for 

proactive change towards them. According to the report, these 

factors are the inequalities in the international economy; 

population size and human resource (incl. education) 

characteristics; food security; urbanisation; energy; use of raw 

materials in industrial production; hazardous wastes; threatened 

species and eco-systems; Antarctica; the oceans; outer space; war 

and the arms race. 

What gave further impetus to Environmentalism was when the most 

powerful leaders in the world also began to espouse the cause. 

Ronald Reagan and George Bush became partial converts. Margaret 

Thatcher's Tory Blue became tinged with green, when she led the 

international charge on CFC's and the hole in the ozone layer in 

1988; and Mikhail Gorbachov lifted the "iron curtain" on the 

Soviet bloc's many problems of which environmental damage ranked 

high. 

As David Morris (1990:59 - 61), an Australian advertising 

executive has noted, since 1980, front page news has popularised 

the terms ozone (depletion was confirmed scientifically in 1986, 

Alison, 1991: 462), fluorocarbons, Greenpeace, rainforest, Sting, 

whales, Exxon Valdez, Chernobyl, Rainbow Warrior, greenhouse, 

toxic waste, acid rain, recycling. He argued that brown 

industries could not become green, but some could at least stop 

themselves from being killed off by the green movement if they 

marketed themselves properly. Environmentalism, he warned, had 

killed or changed products like fur coats, fertilisers, plastics, 

preservatives, tourism, petrol, vegetables, sunscreens, 

cigarettes, health food shops, junk food, toilet paper. The 

world's middle class, he affirmed, was greening. 

Yet, as is probably understandable, South Africa appears to have 

lagged behind the rest of the world in environmental awareness. 

Naturally, there have been the more pressing problems of 

repression, human rights, racism and exploitation. Even today, 

with these having declined in significance, it is not 

environmentalism that has come to the fore, but the ubiquitous 

Reconstruction and Development. And, as a close reading of the 

ANC's RDP reveals, Reconstruction means distribution and 

Development means economic growth. Environmental issues are 

tangential to this thrust, rather than integral to it. 

To date, I have not seen public discussion about environmental 

impact of the proposed housing programmes; land redistribution 

policies; of public works programmes or of new education 

curricula. If anything, the representation of environment in 

public discourse, as presented in the media, is a fragmented 

rather than holistic one - mining on the Cape peninsula and at 

Lake St Lucia, as well as wildlife conservation stories, come and 

go with little trace left behind. More recent issues have been 

disaster matters like urban air pollution in Cape Town, leaking 

oil tankers, veld fires and floods, and the heightened dangers of 

skin cancer during October/November. Away from doom and gloom, 

there are penguin rescues and litter tidy-ups - and, from my 

personal point of view, the car workers' strike which let the air 

have just a little more respite. 

The implication of all this, however, is that Environment is a 

sideline issue in South Africa, an issue that has yet to come 

properly of age. The question is: will it, and what role is the 

media playing in this regard? And how can environmental news 

compete with other news?

4. Media coverage of the environment: 

According to British writers, Corner and Schlesinger (1991:435-

441), the media have been "centrally involved in lubricating the 

passage of environmentalism from the political wings to centre 

stage". They highlight a number of interesting things about this:

- A point to mention here (made by other writers (Hansen, 1991: 

445)), is that Environment is a new historical issue, about which 

the public has little prior historical knowledge against which to 

test media reports. There is no conventional wisdom about the 

nature, cause and significance of environmental problems (Lowe 

and Morrison, 1984: 79, quoted in Anderson, 1991: 461). 

- The capacity of journalists and the public to deal with many 

technical factors and issues involved in environmental stories is 

limited;

- While non-specialist reporters regurgitate press releases, many 

environmental journalists are trapped in a rut of writing only 

from the angle of risks and danger to the environment. 

- There are many good "stories" for the media, in terms of the 

media's conventional definition of news, (for eg. dying seals, 

corporate scandals). These stories' news values accord with the 

general: there are dramatic, visually appealing pictures, they 

are unexpected, they are negative (Alison, 1991:464). A question 

mark hangs over coverage of other aspects of the environment. 

(However, Hansen points out that despite this, long-running 

stories like ozone depletion and the Greenhouse effect have 

attracted significant coverage 1991:449).

- The media has been well utilised by green pressure groups which 

are highly adept in media management, staging stunts, targetting 

specific media - eg. women's mags;

- Media nonetheless still turn to accredited sources to give 

authority to the issues. This has meant a new presence and status 

for scientists in the media. 

- The presentation of Environmentalist issues has framed these as 

a polarised drama of choice: save the planet or go under. This is 

distinctly different from general reportage, which as Neil 

Postman (1991) says, tends to highlight things that underline our 

powerlessness to do anything (eg. coverage of Rwanda). 

- The close-to-the-hearts-of-the-audience character of 

environmental issues in the media feeds into questions of access 

to information and social accountability of state and business. 

5. Media effects and environmental coverage. 

Talk about the "role" of media in covering environmental matters 

tends to assume that such media coverage can influence society. 

This is a highly contested and complex matter, however. Among 

other issues, the following variables (drawn from Windahl 1992) 

are significant:

- who is influenced:

     individuals

     families

     groups and sub-publics 

     political policies and practises

     corporate policies and practises

     educational policies and practises 

     cultural practices 

     the significance in terms of info-rich & info-poor divisions

- what is influenced: 

     range of information

     cognitive understanding

     short-term actions 

     longer-term behaviour 

     values and attitudes

- what kind of effects:

     change or reinforcement

     agenda-setting

     unplanned 

     boomerang 

- what extent:

     how long for the effect to occur

     how long will it endure 

          One may distinguish here between:

               Long build-up  - Short term effect

               Short build-up - Short term effect

               Short build-up  - Long term effect

               Long build-up  - Long build-up 

- how do they influence: 

     directly

     indirectly (2 step flow through opinion-leaders, diffusion)

     networked (feeding into interactive communication)

- what media, or combination, and what non-media mechanisms are 

involved. 

There is little definitive one can say with certainty about the 

effectivity of media in relation to any of these questions. Media 

studies in the 1950s followed the Lazarsfeld and Katz 

behaviouralist and linear paradigm of media stimulus producing 

audience response, an approach that grew out of World War II 

propaganda and the rise of mass consumer marketing. This 

"powerful" model of media, was turned on its head in the 1970s, 

where audiences were identified as "obstinate".  Uses and 

gratifications theory put the receivers of messages in the 

driving seat, asserting that individuals selected and interpreted 

messages on their own terms and to meet prior needs as recognised 

and defined by themselves. Variations on this theme refer to the 

way that individuals negotiate messages, via their own preferred 

reading of the texts. Since then, the pendulum has swung back 

slightly, coinciding with the rise of television and TV 

consumption in people's lives. Thus, more credence is given to 

some effectivity of the media in terms of agenda-setting - 

determining not what people think, but what they think about, and 

in terms of cultural reproduction. 

Hansen (1991: 444 - 454) has summarised some of the research done 

specifically on the effects of media coverage of the environment. 

He cites the following:

- correlations between media coverage of the environment and 

public concern about the environment (although it is of course 

not clear which if any is the major cause of which); 

- macro-concern about the environment is more difficult to assess 

than specific environmental issues, and the correlation between 

how the public and the media rate the importance of each vis-a-

vis the others. (The problem here was the public also revealed an 

awareness of how the media rated the issues)

- coverage of some issues (eg. toxic waste) showed little effect 

on the public, but it did significantly influence policy makers. 

In other words the media may play a part in relation to other 

agenda-setting institutions. 

- the transmission view of media effects neglects the interactive 

way in which meanings are constructed in society. Some research 

shows environmental journalism attuning to the perceptions of 

pubic mood. 

Hansen concludes that media effects theories are too media-

centred to really explain why environmental issues fade in or out 

of focus in the media and in society. 

6. Environmental journalism and its sources. 

As against media effects theories, Hansen argues for attention to 

the practises around environmental coverage and the role of 

sources therein. 

- media issues have a chequered history within the mass media, 

not least because there has often been the absence of an 

environmental beat, i.e. there was not a defined newsnet to trawl 

for these issues. (In South Africa, the only daily paper I know 

which has an environmental reporter is the Cape Town Argus; Beeld 

reportedly has one Ms Martie Kirstein). It was only in 1990, two 

years after Mrs Thatcher's first green speech that British TV 

employed environmental correspondents. Up until then, it was 

assumed that the issue was transient, and that separate 

components of environmental stories could be covered by other 

correspondents. One correspondent attributes this to the fact 

that TV editors and producers are largely arts rather than 

science graduates. (Alison, 1991: 462). Interestingly, some of 

the environment correspondents are alienated from the pressure 

groups, who they accuse of bypassing them to go straight to news 

editors and general news reporters. (ibid 469, 471)

- environmental matters are either disasters that force 

themselves onto the media agenda, or they are the result of 

social actors making claims about them. Hansen concludes: 

"Understanding media roles in the construction of the environment 

and environmental issues as social problems is there3fore not 

primarily a question of determining whether media coverage 

influences public opinion, or public opinion influences media 

coverage. Rather, it becomes a question of mapping the dynamic 

and interactive elaboration of issues as they are articulated, 

often in parallel, in different fora of meaning creation, bearing 

in mind that such fora are hierarchically ordered....(1991:449). 

- Studies show that formal political actors, then the courts and 

scientists are given more of a showing and carry more weight in 

the media's coverage than do pressure groups. When "average 

citizens" are featured, their presented legitimacy and 

representivity varies. 

- Powerful sources tend to shape the cultural resonance of 

environmental coverage: thus Chernobyl became a unique experience 

linked to the Cold War, at the expense of analysis of the risks 

of the technology. The Bhopal poison gas disaster of 1984 

suggested that the Third World was incompetent at handling 

Western technology, rather than analysis of post-colonial 

development policies, Third World dependency on Western 

technology and capital, and the advantages for Western companies 

of the less regulation and the cheaper labour in the Third World. 

7. Towards better environmental journalism:

Writer Anna-Marie Roux (1994: 118/9) argues that a bright future 

awaits environmental journalism in South Africa. She describes 

South Africa's media as serving as watchdogs and environmental 

friends, and says the challenge is to move away from 

acknowledgment of the issues, to investigative and educational 

coverage. In addition, "the media must assist the public in 

deciding which environmental issues are the most important and 

thus compile a public environmental agenda." Roux says that 

through TV and radio, the SABC broadcasts 40 dedicated 

environmental programmes taking up 16 hours a week. She talks of 

the many awards for environmental journalism. 

But Roux also points to some problems. Environmental reporting 

touches on political, social, economic, scientific, technical, 

legal and health aspects, and experienced journalists are needed. 

Where will it come from however? Training is obviously important. 

The Journalism and Media Studies department ran a course on 

environmental journalism last year. This year it has been 

sidelined by developmental journalism. But it is on the cards to 

revive it next year or the following year. The University of 

Wisconsin-Madison, since 1978, has been offering, through its 

Centre for Environmental Communications and Education Studies, an 

MA in environmental communication for journalists lacking 

experience in environmental studies and for environmentalists 

lacking communications experience (Schoenfeld and Ross, 1978: 3 - 

6). We hope that within the next two years at Rhodes, students 

will register for journalism via the science faculty, and combine 

communication skills and understanding with science majors. 

Students with a science background would also be able to do joint 

honours programmes, which include scientific writing.

However, such developments do not deal with other problems. Roux 

remarks on the awards given to environmental journalists. New 

Ground magazine has consistently won top awards, but this has not 

been enough for the publication to boost its circulation and 

advertising sufficiently to put it on the road to financial 

sustainability. It operates on funding, which is an increasingly 

precarious form of existence. 

In addition, there is no certainty that broadcast media will 

maintain its level of specialist environmental programmes. In 

fact, environmental coverage could well be restricted 

increasingly to news reports within general news. According to 

Anderson (1991:473), there is little market for specialised 

environmental documentaries in the UK, and this is not 

commercially justifiable when public service broadcasting is 

under pressure to maximize audience ratings. The same could 

happen here. 

Expelled from the ghettos of specialist slots, what is the future 

for environmental news? There are a few encouraging signs here. A 

report in The Star a while back revealed an environmental news 

agency operating in South Africa. There exist useful resources 

such as a checklist is for reporters working on environmental 

stories has been compiled by a South East Asian environmental 

journalists' association, and is part of a handbook advising 

journalists about covering acid rain, air pollution, 

deforestation, desertification, ecosystems, the Greenhouse 

effect, water, overfishing, ozone, pesticides, radiation, and 

toxic substances. There is an Asia Pacific Forum of Environmental 

Journalists; a Sub-Sahara Africa Forum for Environmental 

Journalists; and an International Federation of Environmental 

Journalists was founded in Germany recently. This information 

comes from journalists in Mauritius who have formed the Union of 

Environmental Journalists, and who recently wrote to New Ground 

magazine (Autumn 1994), explaining that inter alia they ensure 

that the Mauritius Times has an article on the environment every 

week. 

So, it seems the media-environment dance continues. Certainly, 

there is no way either is going to disappear in the near future. 
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1. Introduction: 

Environment and media are linked together in the way that media 

mediates between publics and the environment. In particular, in 

the way that media constructs and communicates the environment. 

Analysing the particularities of this activity is the major focus 

of this paper. 

2. Media vs environment:

However, it is significant to point out before proceeding another 

level of interconnection between media and the environment. This 

is the level of media technology and the environment. Here, one 

may refer very obviously to paper, and the huge environmental 

implications entailed. Even if sustainability were guaranteed, in 

the sense of new trees being planted for those turned into pulp, 

one could still point to environmental problems such as green 

deserts created by monoculture, alien species, destruction of 

indigenous rainforests, the pollution stemming from pulp and 

paper mills, and the dangers of bleaches, dyes and carcinogenic 

oxides in the final product. Then there remain problems of 

wastage, of decomposition and the impact on global warming, 

although to some extent these may be ameliorated by paper 

recycling. Paper, too, has to be transported: and one can only 

shudder at the thought of how much fossil fuel is burnt in the 

daily delivery of 17 million copies of Japan's Yomuri Shimbun, 

the world's biggest newspaper each day. 

If paper is problematic from an environmental point of view, it 

may be good news that electronic means of communication seem 

likely to replace a lot of pulp in the next century. However, 

computers themselves are not necessarily environmentally-

friendly: there are problems here too related to consumption of 

raw materials, absorbtion of energy, radiation, disposal and 

ergonomics. Interestingly, Dutch authorities are currently trying 

to standardise a system of Green grading for products, in order 

to lay down specifics for the claims made by manufacturers, and 

on their list of priority commodities, alongside cat litter, are 

video-casettes, computers and computer disks. 

Media then does not stand outside or above environmental 

concerns. Certainly, it is not environmentally neutral, a paradox 

that sees environmental publications such as New Ground magazine 

printed on non-recycled paper.  As to the messages in the media, 

one should not look only for direct coverage of explicit 

environmental matters. The extent of promoting consumption and 

anti-environmental practises in the media almost entirely 

eclipses promotion of environmental concerns. There are of course 

sensible commercial reasons for this: how else would media 

survive in a market society without advertising?

These harsh realities derive from the fact that media is not 

separate from society, that it is not free to simply choose 

either technology or coverage. It is within these (changing) 

constraints, that one can critically analyse and assess the tango 

between media and the environment. 

3. Environmentalism and society: 

It is common knowledge that environmental concerns are more 

prominent globally than ever before, they have become The 

Environment. The issue goes far beyond conservation, extends past 

ecology, and encompasses the holistic relationship of humanity to 

nature and to each other. Environmentalism has been put on the 

map by real material developments on the planet, by lobby 

activities and responses to these, and by the media. They began 

to move to the mainstream of Western society with the release of 

the Brundtland report for the United Nations in 1987, which 

approached the issue from the point of view of sustainable 

economic development. The report highlighted the importance and 

interrelationship between a range of factors, and the need for 

proactive change towards them. According to the report, these 

factors are the inequalities in the international economy; 

population size and human resource (incl. education) 

characteristics; food security; urbanisation; energy; use of raw 

materials in industrial production; hazardous wastes; threatened 

species and eco-systems; Antarctica; the oceans; outer space; war 

and the arms race. 

What gave further impetus to Environmentalism was when the most 

powerful leaders in the world also began to espouse the cause. 

Ronald Reagan and George Bush became partial converts. Margaret 

Thatcher's Tory Blue became tinged with green, when she led the 

international charge on CFC's and the hole in the ozone layer in 

1988; and Mikhail Gorbachov lifted the "iron curtain" on the 

Soviet bloc's many problems of which environmental damage ranked 

high. 

As David Morris (1990:59 - 61), an Australian advertising 

executive has noted, since 1980, front page news has popularised 

the terms ozone (depletion was confirmed scientifically in 1986, 

Alison, 1991: 462), fluorocarbons, Greenpeace, rainforest, Sting, 

whales, Exxon Valdez, Chernobyl, Rainbow Warrior, greenhouse, 

toxic waste, acid rain, recycling. He argued that brown 

industries could not become green, but some could at least stop 

themselves from being killed off by the green movement if they 

marketed themselves properly. Environmentalism, he warned, had 

killed or changed products like fur coats, fertilisers, plastics, 

preservatives, tourism, petrol, vegetables, sunscreens, 

cigarettes, health food shops, junk food, toilet paper. The 

world's middle class, he affirmed, was greening. 

Yet, as is probably understandable, South Africa appears to have 

lagged behind the rest of the world in environmental awareness. 

Naturally, there have been the more pressing problems of 

repression, human rights, racism and exploitation. Even today, 

with these having declined in significance, it is not 

environmentalism that has come to the fore, but the ubiquitous 

Reconstruction and Development. And, as a close reading of the 

ANC's RDP reveals, Reconstruction means distribution and 

Development means economic growth. Environmental issues are 

tangential to this thrust, rather than integral to it. 

To date, I have not seen public discussion about environmental 

impact of the proposed housing programmes; land redistribution 

policies; of public works programmes or of new education 

curricula. If anything, the representation of environment in 

public discourse, as presented in the media, is a fragmented 

rather than holistic one - mining on the Cape peninsula and at 

Lake St Lucia, as well as wildlife conservation stories, come and 

go with little trace left behind. More recent issues have been 

disaster matters like urban air pollution in Cape Town, leaking 

oil tankers, veld fires and floods, and the heightened dangers of 

skin cancer during October/November. Away from doom and gloom, 

there are penguin rescues and litter tidy-ups - and, from my 

personal point of view, the car workers' strike which let the air 

have just a little more respite. 

The implication of all this, however, is that Environment is a 

sideline issue in South Africa, an issue that has yet to come 

properly of age. The question is: will it, and what role is the 

media playing in this regard? And how can environmental news 

compete with other news?

4. Media coverage of the environment: 

According to British writers, Corner and Schlesinger (1991:435-

441), the media have been "centrally involved in lubricating the 

passage of environmentalism from the political wings to centre 

stage". They highlight a number of interesting things about this:

- A point to mention here (made by other writers (Hansen, 1991: 

445)), is that Environment is a new historical issue, about which 

the public has little prior historical knowledge against which to 

test media reports. There is no conventional wisdom about the 

nature, cause and significance of environmental problems (Lowe 

and Morrison, 1984: 79, quoted in Anderson, 1991: 461). 

- The capacity of journalists and the public to deal with many 

technical factors and issues involved in environmental stories is 

limited;

- While non-specialist reporters regurgitate press releases, many 

environmental journalists are trapped in a rut of writing only 

from the angle of risks and danger to the environment. 

- There are many good "stories" for the media, in terms of the 

media's conventional definition of news, (for eg. dying seals, 

corporate scandals). These stories' news values accord with the 

general: there are dramatic, visually appealing pictures, they 

are unexpected, they are negative (Alison, 1991:464). A question 

mark hangs over coverage of other aspects of the environment. 

(However, Hansen points out that despite this, long-running 

stories like ozone depletion and the Greenhouse effect have 

attracted significant coverage 1991:449).

- The media has been well utilised by green pressure groups which 

are highly adept in media management, staging stunts, targetting 

specific media - eg. women's mags;

- Media nonetheless still turn to accredited sources to give 

authority to the issues. This has meant a new presence and status 

for scientists in the media. 

- The presentation of Environmentalist issues has framed these as 

a polarised drama of choice: save the planet or go under. This is 

distinctly different from general reportage, which as Neil 

Postman (1991) says, tends to highlight things that underline our 

powerlessness to do anything (eg. coverage of Rwanda). 

- The close-to-the-hearts-of-the-audience character of 

environmental issues in the media feeds into questions of access 

to information and social accountability of state and business. 

5. Media effects and environmental coverage. 

Talk about the "role" of media in covering environmental matters 

tends to assume that such media coverage can influence society. 

This is a highly contested and complex matter, however. Among 

other issues, the following variables (drawn from Windahl 1992) 

are significant:

- who is influenced:

     individuals

     families

     groups and sub-publics 

     political policies and practises

     corporate policies and practises

     educational policies and practises 

     cultural practices 

     the significance in terms of info-rich & info-poor divisions

- what is influenced: 

     range of information

     cognitive understanding

     short-term actions 

     longer-term behaviour 

     values and attitudes

- what kind of effects:

     change or reinforcement

     agenda-setting

     unplanned 

     boomerang 

- what extent:

     how long for the effect to occur

     how long will it endure 

          One may distinguish here between:

               Long build-up  - Short term effect

               Short build-up - Short term effect

               Short build-up  - Long term effect

               Long build-up  - Long build-up 

- how do they influence: 

     directly

     indirectly (2 step flow through opinion-leaders, diffusion)

     networked (feeding into interactive communication)

- what media, or combination, and what non-media mechanisms are 

involved. 

There is little definitive one can say with certainty about the 

effectivity of media in relation to any of these questions. Media 

studies in the 1950s followed the Lazarsfeld and Katz 

behaviouralist and linear paradigm of media stimulus producing 

audience response, an approach that grew out of World War II 

propaganda and the rise of mass consumer marketing. This 

"powerful" model of media, was turned on its head in the 1970s, 

where audiences were identified as "obstinate".  Uses and 

gratifications theory put the receivers of messages in the 

driving seat, asserting that individuals selected and interpreted 

messages on their own terms and to meet prior needs as recognised 

and defined by themselves. Variations on this theme refer to the 

way that individuals negotiate messages, via their own preferred 

reading of the texts. Since then, the pendulum has swung back 

slightly, coinciding with the rise of television and TV 

consumption in people's lives. Thus, more credence is given to 

some effectivity of the media in terms of agenda-setting - 

determining not what people think, but what they think about, and 

in terms of cultural reproduction. 

Hansen (1991: 444 - 454) has summarised some of the research done 

specifically on the effects of media coverage of the environment. 

He cites the following:

- correlations between media coverage of the environment and 

public concern about the environment (although it is of course 

not clear which if any is the major cause of which); 

- macro-concern about the environment is more difficult to assess 

than specific environmental issues, and the correlation between 

how the public and the media rate the importance of each vis-a-

vis the others. (The problem here was the public also revealed an 

awareness of how the media rated the issues)

- coverage of some issues (eg. toxic waste) showed little effect 

on the public, but it did significantly influence policy makers. 

In other words the media may play a part in relation to other 

agenda-setting institutions. 

- the transmission view of media effects neglects the interactive 

way in which meanings are constructed in society. Some research 

shows environmental journalism attuning to the perceptions of 

pubic mood. 

Hansen concludes that media effects theories are too media-

centred to really explain why environmental issues fade in or out 

of focus in the media and in society. 

6. Environmental journalism and its sources. 

As against media effects theories, Hansen argues for attention to 

the practises around environmental coverage and the role of 

sources therein. 

- media issues have a chequered history within the mass media, 

not least because there has often been the absence of an 

environmental beat, i.e. there was not a defined newsnet to trawl 

for these issues. (In South Africa, the only daily paper I know 

which has an environmental reporter is the Cape Town Argus; Beeld 

reportedly has one Ms Martie Kirstein). It was only in 1990, two 

years after Mrs Thatcher's first green speech that British TV 

employed environmental correspondents. Up until then, it was 

assumed that the issue was transient, and that separate 

components of environmental stories could be covered by other 

correspondents. One correspondent attributes this to the fact 

that TV editors and producers are largely arts rather than 

science graduates. (Alison, 1991: 462). Interestingly, some of 

the environment correspondents are alienated from the pressure 

groups, who they accuse of bypassing them to go straight to news 

editors and general news reporters. (ibid 469, 471)

- environmental matters are either disasters that force 

themselves onto the media agenda, or they are the result of 

social actors making claims about them. Hansen concludes: 

"Understanding media roles in the construction of the environment 

and environmental issues as social problesm is there3fore not 

primarily a question of determining whether media coverage 

influences public opinion, or public opinion influences media 

coverage. Ratehr, it becomes a question of mapping the dynamic 

and interactive elaboration of issues as they are articulated, 

often in parallel, in different fora of meaning creation, bearing 

in mind that such fora are hierarchically ordered....(1991:449). 

- Studies show that formal political actors, then the courts and 

scientists are given more of a showing and carry more weight in 

the media's coverage than do pressure groups. When "average 

citizens" are featured, their presented legitimacy and 

representivity varies. 

- Powerful sources tend to shape the cultural resonance of 

environmental coverage: thus Chernobyl became a unique experience 

linked to the Cold War, at the expense of analysis of the risks 

of the technology. The Bhopal poison gas disaster of 1984 

suggested that the Third World was incompetent at handling 

Western technology, rather than analysis of post-colonial 

development policies, Third World dependency on Western 

technology and capital, and the advantages for Western companies 

of the less regulation and the cheaper labour in the Third World. 

7. Towards better environmental journalism:

Writer Anna-Marie Roux (1994: 118/9) argues that a bright future 

awaits environmental journalism in South Africa. She describes 

South Africa's media as serving as watchdogs and environmental 

friends, and says the challenge is to move away from 

acknowledgment of the issues, to investigative and educational 

coverage. In addition, "the media must assist the public in 

deciding which environmental issues are the most important and 

thus compile a public environmental agenda." Roux says that 

through TV and radio, the SABC broadcasts 40 dedicated 

environmental programmes taking up 16 hours a week. She talks of 

the many awards for environmental journalism. 

But Roux also points to some problems. Environmental reporting 

touches on political, social, economic, scientific, technical, 

legal and health aspects, and experienced journalists are needed. 

Where will it come from however? Training is obviously important. 

The Journalism and Media Studies department ran a course on 

environmental journalism last year. This year it has been 

sidelined by developmental journalism. But it is on the cards to 

revive it next year or the following year. The University of 

Wisconsin-Madison, since 1978, has been offering, through its 

Centre for Environmental Communications and Education Studies, an 

MA in environmental communication for journalists lacking 

experience in environmental studies and for environmentalists 

lacking communications experience (Schoenfeld and Ross, 1978: 3 - 

6). We hope that within the next two years at Rhodes, students 

will register for journalism via the science faculty, and combine 

communication skills and understanding with science majors. 

Students with a science background would also be able to do joint 

honours programmes, which include scientific writing.

However, such developments do not deal with other problems. Roux 

remarks on the awards given to environmental journalists. New 

Ground magazine has consistently won top awards, but this has not 

been enough for the publication to boost its circulation and 

advertising sufficiently to put it on the road to financial 

sustainability. It operates on funding, which is an increasingly 

precarious form of existence. 

In addition, there is no certainty that broadcast media will 

maintain its level of specialist environmental programmes. In 

fact, environmental coverage could well be restricted 

increasingly to news reports within general news. According to 

Anderson (1991:473), there is little market for specialised 

environmental documentaries in the UK, and this is not 

commercially justifiable when public service broadcasting is 

under pressure to maximize audience ratings. The same could 

happen here. 

Expelled from the ghettos of specialist slots, what is the future 

for environmental news? There are a few encouraging signs here. A 

report in The Star a while back revealed an environmental news 

agency operating in South Africa. There exist useful resources 

such as a checklist is for reporters working on environmental 

stories has been compiled by a South East Asian environmental 

journalists' association, and is part of a handbook advising 

journalists about covering acid rain, air pollution, 

deforestation, desertification, ecosystems, the Greenhouse 

effect, water, overfishing, ozone, pesticides, radiation, and 

toxic substances. There is an Asia Pacific Forum of Environmental 

Journalists; a Sub-Sahara Africa Forum for Environmental 

Journalists; and an International Federation of Environmental 

Journalists was founded in Germany recently. This information 

comes from journalists in Mauritius who have formed the Union of 

Environmental Journalists, and who recently wrote to New Ground 

magazine (Autumn 1994), explaining that inter alia they ensure 

that the Mauritius Times has an article on the environment every 

week. 

So, it seems the media-environment dance continues. Certainly, 

there is no way either is going to disappear in the near future. 
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