
 

50 Years of Environmental News: Learning from the Past, Looking to the Future 

Nearly 50 years ago, the American public awoke to decades, if not centuries, of environmental misuse that 

left air unbreathable and rivers on fire. Rivers caught fire, oil spills coated coastlines, and polluted air 

sickened entire cities. A flurry of legislation and public mobilization followed, putting into place protections 

of clean air, clean water, public health, endangered 

species and natural places. And while those actions had 

near-immediate impacts on the environment writ large, 

the world keeps changing: Markets, political forces and 

misinformation have combined to stall further 

meaningful action on a wide range of environment 

issues. Coastal cities face rising seas and killer storms. 

Ocean chemistry has shifted, threatening delicate, life-

giving food webs. The western U.S. burns hotter and 

longer every year. Poor people, rural and urban, are 

compromised by polluted air, contaminated water, and 

institutional indifference.  

The need for accurate information has never been 

greater, and no one is better positioned to provide it than 

journalists. Journalists are trained to explain complicated 

issues factually, with scientific, economic, social and 

historical context – all through the lens of impacted 

people, creatures and ecosystems. That measured, evidence-based voice is critical in this era of politically 

hostile national discourse. Journalism is the only profession enshrined in the constitution – a testament to 

its vital role in maintaining an informed and discerning citizenry. Journalism as an institution is currently 

under attack, and its continued existence and rigor is more necessary now than ever. This is especially true 

when it comes to coverage of one of our nation’s most polarizing topics: The environment.   

In April 1970, the first Earth Day brought tens of thousands of Americans to the streets to demand changes 

in environmental policies. Lax regulations had led to a series of headline-grabbing events, from the Santa 

Barbara oil spill, to the Cuyahoga River catching fire, to asthma-inducing smog blanketing cities across the 

United States. Pushed by a groundswell of environmental awareness, Congress enacted a raft of federal 

laws and created regulatory agencies designed to address the health and well-being of human and natural 

resources. Among them: The Environmental Protection Agency (1970), National Environmental Policy Act 

(1970), Clean Air Act (expanded in 1970), Clean Water Act (1972), and the Safe Drinking Water Act 

(1974). 

But this rabid public interest and subsequent reform didn’t materialize overnight. A steady stream of 

objective, carefully sourced reporting by professional journalists fueled an informed and engaged citizenry. 

In fact, a 1973 EPA report exploring the impetus behind the National Environmental Policy Act credits two 

distinct forces with its creation: The public outrage over the Santa Barbara and Torrey Canyon oil spills, 

and a concerted, sustained increase in environmental coverage by mass media.   
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Why IJNR? 

Great journalism still has the power to re-engage the nation with environmental issues. Reporting that 

thoroughly and accurately explores the intersection of science, economics, politics and culture shines a light 

on the impacts of human activity. Since the 1970s, reporters have continued to shine that light, bringing 

environmental crises like Love Canal, the overuse of pesticides, and the Flint Water Crisis to national 

prominence. Journalists are not environmentalists, but their dedication to clarifying complex issues like 

acidifying and rising oceans, habitat loss, energy production and threatened water supplies is a cornerstone 

of a free society that makes informed choices regarding its use of natural resources.  

The Institute for Journalism & Natural Resources (IJNR) has a 23-year track record of getting more and 

better environmental coverage into the news. Since 1995 we have taken nearly 1,000 journalists into the 

field, immersed them in critical issues in relevant locations, introduced them to countless stakeholders and 

experts, and given them the tools they need to do their jobs better. Our alumni have reached tens of millions 

of viewers, listeners and readers on such wide-ranging topics as energy development, climate change, ocean 

health, wildlife, agriculture, water quantity and quality, land use, environmental justice and public health. 

We’ve conducted more than 70 weeklong “Institutes” across North America, each generating top-notch 

journalism that has informed and engaged the public.  

Our vision 

Earth Day’s 50th anniversary in 2020 provides an opportunity to take 

stock of the environmental movement’s achievements over the past 50 

years, its impacts on human and natural communities, and the 

challenges that lie ahead. We intend to mark the occasion with a series 

of Institutes that prepare and energize more than 100 journalists to 

explore what has changed since 1970 and how we as a society must 

prepare for the next 50 years and beyond. We propose to fan out across 

the U.S. in 2019-2021 to improve journalistic coverage of natural 

resources, revisit the issues and places that first shaped the 

environmental movement, explore other current issues in the same 

regions, and help foster the public awareness necessary to further 

conversation, policy and practice over the next 50 years.  

Currently we envision completing six Institutes over the two years 

between mid-2019 and mid-2021. Each institute will bring roughly 18 

competitively selected journalists out into the field at no cost to them. 

Our programs are all-expenses paid, which allows for a wide variety 

of reporters to participate, including freelancers who may not 

otherwise have the resources to spend a week in the field. Cohorts of 

journalists will include those from local, regional, and national outlets, as well as print, digital, radio and 

TV.  

Our Institutes follow a fairly standard format: Beginning with an opening-night dinner and overview, we 

spend the subsequent eight days in the field, traveling to key locations to meet with up to 50 different 

experts and stakeholders: scientists, researchers, citizens from impacted communities, tribal members, 

industry representatives, politicians, resource managers, and those who make a living off of natural 

resources, such as fishermen, loggers, farmers or ranchers.  

IJNR Proposes: 

Six geographically thematic 

Institutes  

100 reporters trained 

Audience: Tens of millions 

Potential topics: Safe 

drinking water, air quality, 

endangered species, ocean 

health, climate change. 

Each expenses-paid Institute 

costs $125,000-$150,000 
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Below are outlines of six potential Institutes, each built around a pivotal location or environmental event of 

the late 1960s or early 1970s -- and where environment issues are still acute. Each Institute will revisit the 

historical context, explore the current status of those issues, and then explore other important and timely 

natural resource questions in the region such as climate change. The locations and topics of these programs 

are by no means set in stone, and we welcome feedback and suggestions from knowledgeable parties.  

 

Great Lakes 

Fifty Years Ago: 

In 1969, Time magazine made the Cuyahoga River notorious nationwide with an article about a river that 

“oozes rather than flows,” complete with photographs of the surface of the Cuyahoga in flames. The June 

22, 1969 fire that finally brought national attention to the river was one of more than a dozen reported 

conflagrations on the Cuyahoga dating back a century and, thanks to the movement it spurred, was the last. 

The Cuyahoga did more than bring attention to itself, it highlighted the poor condition of Lake Erie, threats 

to the other Great Lakes and pollution in U.S. waterways in general. The creation of the Environmental 

Protection Agency the following year and the Clean Water Act led to massive improvements in water 

quality, especially as “point sources” of pollution, like the pipes discharging industrial wastes and municipal 

effluent into American waterways, began to be regulated.  

Today: 

While the pursuit of making America’s lakes and rivers “swimmable, fishable and drinkable” led to 

remarkable improvements in water quality, some of those gains are being lost thanks to “non-point source” 

pollution, or pollutants carried from the land into the lakes during 

increasingly intense rain events.  Agricultural fertilizer feeds 

toxic algal blooms that threaten drinking water intakes and lead 

to massive fish kills, while combined sewer overflows, a product 

of outdated municipal stormwater systems, contaminate beaches. 

We propose to conduct a week-long Institute traveling around 

Lake Erie as we explore the health of the Great Lakes and the 

communities along their shores 50 years after we got serious 

about cleaning them up. Potential topics include: 

● Efforts to curb agricultural runoff and prevent toxic algal 

blooms like the one that shut down Toledo’s drinking water 

supply in 2014. 

● How Great Lakes Restoration Initiative projects have improved the Great Lakes and the precarious 

political future of its funding.  

● What climate models tell us – and don’t tell us – about the future of the lakes. 

● Clean-up efforts on Great Lakes Areas of Concern. 

● The ecological and economic health of the Great Lakes’ $7 billion sport fishery.  

● The Great Lakes Compact and its ability to keep water in the basin as other U.S. states grapple with 

dwindling water supplies.  

● The latest research on emerging water quality threats like invasive species and microplastics. 

● Environmental justice and underrepresented communities’ access to the world’s largest supply of 

fresh water. 

Tom Archer, Michigan Sea Grant 
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Florida Everglades 

Fifty Years Ago: 

Marjory Stoneman Douglas was a writer, reporter, and activist, as well as a lifelong advocate for Florida’s 

wild places. In 1969 at the age of 79, she founded Friends of the Everglades with the intention of protesting 

a jetport to be built in Big Cypress. After three years of vocal opposition, her determination paid off when 

Richard Nixon scrapped funding for the project, and the win set an example for other environmental groups 

of the day. Douglas continued to advocate on behalf of the region for many years, specifically targeting a 

massive coalition of sugar cane growers as well as the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, which had already 

constructed nearly 1,500 miles of canals to drain the Everglades and create developable and grazable land.  

Today: 

 
Myriad natural resource issues impact south 

Florida today, including some of the very same 

ones that Douglas railed against decades ago. 

Drainage of the Everglades continues to cause 

ecological and systemic problems, but also 

makes agriculture and development in the 

region possible. An institute in the region would 

address many of the following topics, as well as 

others: 

● Canal and drainage infrastructure in the 

Everglades today. 

● Nutrient runoff and impacts on surrounding communities 

and ecosystems, including public/private partnerships to solve drainage problems. 

● Algal blooms in Lake Okeechobee, and the Caloosahatchee and St. Lucie estuaries. 

● Reef health: Bleaching, erosion and dredging. 

● Sea level rise and extreme weather events. 

● Comprehensive Everglades Restoration Project. 

● Agriculture, including citrus farms and the impacts of non-native species. 

● Wildlife: Invasive species, endangered species, and success stories (pythons, manatees, alligators, 

pumas, green sea turtles). 

● Marine health: Fisheries and mammals. 

 

Southern California 

Fifty Years Ago:  

In what was perhaps the single most catalyzing event in the modern environmental movement, a blow-out 

on Union Oil’s Platform A off the coast of Santa Barbara released up to 100,000 barrels of oil into the 

Pacific Ocean and onto nearby beaches. The 1969 spill killed thousands of sea birds, as well as seals, sea 

lions and dolphins, and triggered the public outrage that would eventually find its focus in the first Earth 

themilleniumreport.com 
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Day celebration a year later. Within a few short years, major environmental legislation was making its way 

through the federal government, spurred by public demand. 

Today: 

 
Southern California was recently revisited by a 

specter of its past: The Refugio Oil Spill off the 

coast of Santa Barbara in 2015 bore uncanny 

similarities to the spill 45 years prior, although 

the amount of oil released was significantly 

smaller. Still it begs the questions: How has 

regulation changed in 50 years – and is industry 

keeping in step with protocols? How has public 

perception changed? How should we be 

thinking about and planning for the risks of 

extractive industry? Meanwhile, Southern 

California – and much of the American West – 

is grappling annually with the realities of too 

little water, whether due to drought or 

management decisions. Agriculture hangs in the balance. Simultaneously, development creeps further into 

the Wildland Urban Interface, where wildfires burn earlier, later, hotter, bigger, fiercer, more frequently 

and longer than ever before.  

We’ll address these questions, along with a number of other pertinent topics in the region, including but not 

limited to: 

● California’s water: Drought, climate change, politics and infrastructure. 

● Agriculture. 

● Wildfire, climate change and development. 

● Environmental justice in urban and rural communities. 

● Indigenous involvement in natural resource management. 

 

Mid-Atlantic/New England 

Fifty Years Ago: 

 
In 1966, the city of New York was swathed in a thick blanket of smog over Thanksgiving weekend. Lasting 

four days and ultimately blamed for 168 deaths in the city, the toxic soup of carbon monoxide, sulfur dioxide 

and smoke raised national awareness of air quality as a serious public health threat. The event catalyzed 

Lyndon Johnson to move forward on federal pollution laws, culminating in the 1967 Air Quality Act, and 

the better-known 1970 Clean Air Act. Meanwhile in the same city, the Hudson River was awash in 

pollutants, including sewage, urban runoff, mercury, PCBs and other industrial wastes. Sickening humans 

and wildlife alike, the cesspool of a waterway inspired activism on all fronts – from singer Pete Seeger who 

San Jose Mercury News 
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founded the Hudson River Sloop 

Clearwater and the Clearwater Music 

Festival, to fishermen who launched 

Riverkeeper, the advocacy group that 

would eventually blossom into 

Waterkeeper, a water protection 

conglomerate with 300 affiliated 

organizations around the world.  

Today: 

After decades of remediation, the Hudson 

River is a much healthier river today. New 

York city no longer suffers under toxic clouds. But just next door, New Jersey struggles with some of the 

worst air pollution in the nation, with large portions of the state receiving failing grades for smog. And, 

nearly all of New Jersey’s waterways fail to meet clean water standards. We’ll take a look at what has really 

changed in the region in the past five decades and ask what other critical natural resource issues are also 

currently unfolding. Topics may include: 

● Air and water pollution.  

● Coastal flooding, extreme weather events, and climate change. 

● Environmental justice in urban areas. 

● Offshore fisheries and wind farm development. 

● Habitat restoration and ecosystem health. 

● Changing fisheries and adaptive approaches. 

 

Gulf Coast  

Fifty years ago: 

In December 1970, an oil rig operated by Shell Oil exploded in the waters of Bay Marchand off the 

Louisiana coast, killing four workers, injuring 37 others and releasing what the federal government reported 

as 53,000 barrels of oil before the blown-out well was capped months later. But researchers who tracked 

the spill said it was 10 times that size and contaminated beaches as far away as Mexico’s Yucatán Peninsula. 

At the same time, the oil and gas industry was exploring deeper and deeper waters, drilling to 1,400 feet 

and heading toward depths of 2,000 feet. In 1972, scientists discovered the Gulf’s “dead zone,” an area so 

devoid of oxygen that it can’t support life. The problem? Supercharged algae, fueled by fertilizer and animal 

waste flushed from the vast Mississippi River basin, lives, dies and decomposes so rapidly that oxygen is 

essentially removed from the water. 

Today: 

In 2017, oil production in the Gulf of Mexico reached an all-time high of 1.65 million barrels per day, a 

number that industry analysts expect will climb in 2018 and again in 2019. The record production comes 

within a decade of the largest marine oil spill ever – the Deepwater Horizon spill of 2010 that released 4.9 

million barrels of oil over nearly four months. The damage from the spill topped $17 billion, and recent 

studies have shown that the spill reduced biodiversity in affected areas. Still, safety measures and 

environmental rules imposed in the wake of Deepwater Horizon are largely being undone. Meanwhile, the 

“dead zone” has grown to the size of Connecticut, impacting the shrimp and fishing industries and 

New Jersey Department of Environmental Protection 
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increasing harmful algae blooms that exacerbate the problem. And the Louisiana coast is losing a battle 

against sea-level rise that has already claimed more than 2,000 square miles of coastal landscape. Topics 

may include: 

● How BP’s fines for Deepwater Horizon are being spent. 

● The loss of historic indigenous and ethnic communities along the coast. 

● The state of safety and environmental rules around oil and gas drilling. 

● Gulf food webs and their impact on human consumption. 

● Climate resilience in hurricane country. 

 

Pacific Northwest 

Fifty Years Ago: 

During the 1960s and 1970s, the Kitsap and Olympic Peninsulas in Washington state played host to an 

ongoing conflict between the region’s native communities and state and federal officials. Determined to 

fish in their traditional territories – a right recognized in the 1855 Treaty of Point No Point, but hotly 

contested by non-native fishermen – indigenous activists staged ‘fish-ins,’ drawing the ire of the law and 

the celebrity attention and support of the likes of Marlon Brando and Buffy Sainte-Marie. In 1974 the 

Supreme Court upheld their treaty rights, granting tribes 50 percent of potential fishing harvests, and an 

equal voice in fisheries management. The Boldt Decision was perhaps the most significant ruling on tribal  

treaty law in the past century, as it acknowledged indigenous rights to resources and resource 

management. Meanwhile, inland, different legislation was setting the stage for an eventual comeback: 

The Endangered Species Act, passed in 1967, included on its first roster several iconic species that had 

been eradicated from Washington: Grizzlies, wolves, Columbian white-tailed deer and bald eagles.  

Today: 

While tribes continue to maintain 

treaty rights, new challenges exist: 

With dwindling fisheries returns, 

degraded habitat, changing 

commercial markets and the 

appearance of Atlantic salmon farms, 

treaty rights are only one of many 

concerns. Many of the state’s species 

listed in 1967 are rebounding: 22 

wolf packs now roam central and 

eastern Washington, and grizzly populations are slowly growing in the North Cascades and Silkirk Range. 

But these success stories are not without controversies of their own, and many more new species are in 

decline: The state’s iconic salmon runs are a shadow of their former glory, orca populations are struggling, 

starfish are quite literally disintegrating, and shellfish are dissolving.  We’ll travel to the Salish Sea as well 

as inland Washington state to learn about these issues and others: 

● Pollution, runoff, bioaccumulation and ecosystem health in the Salish Sea 

● Endangered species, including resident killer whales 

● Climate change, ocean acidification, shellfishery health 

● Tribal rights, environmental justice, and traditional fisheries 

worldwildlife.org 
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● Salmon ecosystems 

● Logging and forest management 

● Wildfires in both forest and rangeland  

● Wolves, grizzlies, ranching communities, and collaborative conservation 

 

The Ask 

Each IJNR Institute is an expenses-paid immersion that not only generates dozens of news reports on the 

topics at hand, but also equips journalists to branch into related topics and tell more, better environment 

stories in the years that follow.  

IJNR seeks a cohort of large funders to accomplish this feat. Each Institute, from planning and scouting to 

completion, costs $125,000-$150,000. IJNR is seeking support at that level from at least six conservation-

minded foundations whose interests align with our goal: A better-informed public on a range of 

environment and natural resource issues nationwide. In total, IJNR seeks to raise at least $800,000 to 

accomplish this six-Institute suite of programs. 

A series of Institutes that educate 100+ reporters of various experience levels and across platforms will 

generate hundreds of stories that reach tens of millions of readers, viewers and listeners across North 

America and beyond over the next several years. Coverage, like the truth, may not come in tidy, prearranged 

packages. It will be complicated and at times messy, taking into account multiple, sometimes-conflicting 

viewpoints and weighing the tradeoffs of resource use and management. That’s democracy at work, and 

only when we take on those complex matters head-on can our society choose its best path. 

Please consider joining us in educating and engaging the public in these critical and timely issues. 

Thank you! 

For information: 

Dave Spratt 

Chief Executive Officer 

Institute for Journalism & Natural Resources 

(734) 395-1750 

Twitter: @davespratt1 

IG: dave.spratt 

www.ijnr.org 
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