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Environmentalism at 50: Why Journalism Still Matters 
 
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 

an oil spill in the Pacific Ocean near Santa Barbara, Calif., to rivers in 

the Great Lakes 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 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. Great journalism thoroughly and accurately explores the intersection of science, 

economics, politics and culture – shining 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. That need may be greater now, as both journalism and the 

landmark environmental policies of the ‘70s are challenged by market 

pressures, misinformation campaigns and shifting political winds. 

 

The Institute for Journalism & Natural Resources (IJNR) has a 23-

year track record of getting more and better environment stories in the 

news. Since 1995 we have taken nearly 1,000 journalists into the field, 

immersed them in a place or issue, 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, wildlife, agriculture, drinking water, 

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. 

 

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 what 

challenges lie ahead. We want to mark the occasion with a series of 

Institutes that prepare and energize 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 2019-20 

to improve journalism and help tell the story of the issues that first took 

shape 50 years ago and how what we do now will shape the next 50.  

IJNR Proposes: 
Five geographically 
thematic Institutes (i.e. 
climate/sea level rise in 
South Florida; Clean Air 
Act in New York/New 
Jersey; climate/wildfire in 
California; endangered 
species in Pacific 
Northwest). 
 
Train roughly 100 
reporters from print, 
radio and online news 
outlets that reach tens of 
millions. 
 
Potential topics: Safe 
drinking water, air quality, 
endangered species, 
ocean health, climate 
change. 
 
Each expenses-paid 
Institute costs ~$125,000 

 
 


