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Media silence on MAI

U.S. and Canada uninformed on far-reaching trade pact

By CRAIG SAUNDERS

Picture a roomful of hardcore politi-
cal punks. A band takes the stage and
begins to thrash out its newest song, and
as the crowd grows frenzied, the lyrics
carry over to where you’re watching.
They’re singing about a new internation-
al trade agreement.

Somewhere in Seattle, the hardcore
straight-edge band Trial is readying a
new song about the Multilateral
Agreement on Investment (MAI). This
agreement between 29 member countries
of the Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD)
is so alarming to social activists that
even the ever-savvy political punks are
up in arms about it.

But if you are the average U.S. or
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Canadian citizen, you might not know
what the lyrics mean.

Since a draft copy was leaked early
last year, opposition to the MAI has been
growing in Canada. Anti-MAI rallies are
now commonplace events in most major
Canadian cities, and political movements
against the agreement are springing up
throughout the U.S. An attempt at ratify-
ing the agreement in April was post-
poned for six months. But mainstream
American media coverage of the agree-
ment is almost nonexistent.

“The press has been completely

negligent,” said Chantelle Taylor of
Public Citizen, based in Washington,
D.C. “They think it’s not sexy enough,
not timely.”

(Continued on page 20)

Corporate financials

come under scrutiny

By DONALD SUTHERLAND

A number of corporations are being
challenged for financial reports that fail
to reveal the total environmental costs
of corporate activities. Organizations
that are looking into those reports claim
they are getting little help from federal
financial enforcers.

An attempt by three environmental
groups, for example, to have the U.S.
Securities and Exchange Commission
(SEC) investigate a corporation that
failed to reveal its Superfund clean-up
costs has so far been met with silence
from the SEC.

(Continued on page 21)

SEJ member reports from Indonesia

“Trees cannot run from fire”

By HARRY SURJADI

A rainforest is a noisy place. You
hear thousands of insects, birds singing,
monkeys calling, deer barking, the
sound of leaves falling, and wind
sweeping through the trees. The trees
are green all year. It is always humid,
and easy to find clean water.

Therefore I was shocked when I
came inside the 198,000 hectares of nat-
ural forest of Indonesia’s Kutai National
Park in East Kalimantan in April 1998
and found it deathly still. There were no
sounds of insects, birds, or any animals,
only the sounds of my own breath and
my heart beating and occasionally a dry
twig falling. The area had been on fire
two days earlier.

The rainforest had become a dry for-
est. The forest floor had turned black
and hard. Fortunately this was only a
ground fire. The big trees still survived,
and will produce new seeds, if this for-
est can survive the next dry season.

Recently I spent 10 days in East
Kalimantan in my second visit to cover
forest fires. Along the roads were defor-
ested hills and valleys, and smoke
everywhere. Kutai National Park has
been burning about three months. I
spoke to government officers, local peo-
ple, experts from a local university and
from the international group Integrated
Forest Fire Management Project
(IFFM), and forest guards.

(Continued on page 23)
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SEJ’s role recognized

Grants, partnerships indicate the mission is on track

A few months ago I was forced to
critically assess the performance of both
environmental journalism and the Society
of Environmental Journalists.

This exercise was prompted by the
William and Flora Hewlett Foundation,
which brought together more than a dozen
veteran journalists and educators to dis-
cuss the state of environmental coverage
by the mass media. I fully concurred with
three consensus conclusions of this group
reached. Those were:

1. The quality of the best environmen-
tal coverage in both mainstream and alter-
native media has been improving in recent
years, in part because of the increased
number of veteran journalists who have
specialized in environmental coverage.

2. The recent increase of “infotain-
ment”-style coverage of celebrities and
tabloid topics appears to have put the
squeeze on the number of inches and
minutes available for environmental news
at a considerable number news outlets,
particularly in broadcast.

3. A significant obstacle to consistent
environmental coverage at many news
outlets is the scientific illiteracy of many
news executives, who might establish full-
time environment beats in flush times
when “the topic is hot,” but gladly elimi-
nate those positions if the newsroom
budget takes a hit. As a result of this cycli-
cal trend, there are periods when there is
an increase in the number of inexperi-
enced reporters covering environment
part-time, as a portion of their duties.

The Hewlett roundtable was hosted
by the University of California-Berkeley
journalism graduate school and intended
to inform Hewlett Foundation officials
about how to improve the quality and
quantity of environmental journalism.
Hewlett has a growing pool of money to
fund environmental journalism programs
and organizations, particularly in the
Western U.S., but wanted to know where
to send its money to get the biggest bang.

I was gratified that the vast majority
of the participants, including some who
were only marginally aware of SEJ’s
activities, agreed that the continued exis-
tence of a financially-sound SEJ should be
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one of Hewlett’s priorities. In other words,

SEJ is a foundation around which other
initiatives can be added, whether those

extra programs are provided through SEJ
or other respected organizations such as
The Radio & Television News Directors
Foundation, the Environmental Health
Center, Frank Allen’s Institutes for
Journalism and Natural Resources, or vari-
ous universities.

Report from the
society’s president

By
Kevin
Carmody

This approach again matched the
vision SEJ’s founders held. I still believe
SEJ should not ever attempt to carry out
all the programs necessary to achieve our
mission, which is educating the public on
these complex issues by improving the
quality, accuracy, and visibility of envi-
ronmental journalism.

Our organization is best equipped to
do certain things—including the national
conferences —which only a member-based
organization run by journalists could pull
off. Call it the integrity factor.

We also are uniquely positioned as an
information clearinghouse and a resource
for individual journalists and other groups.
If a general assignment reporter needs
guidance on a particularly complex envi-
ronmental article, SEJ can direct her to a
veteran reporter in another region for dis-
creet advice. If Investigative Reporters &
Editors or the Society of Professional
Journalists need direction on topics and
speakers for the environment panels at
their conferences, SEJ is there to help.

Clearly, however, some programs are
best accomplished either in partnership
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with other organizations or by other groups
acting alone. If those programs lead to bet-
ter environmental journalism and a better
informed public, SEJ will fully support
those organizations’ efforts and their pur-
suit of necessary foundation funding.

Fortunately, the Hewlett Foundation
board did recognize the importance of a
vibrant SEJ and in mid-April approved a
general support grant of $175,000 over
two years. Hewlett’s money, amounting to
one-quarter of SEJ’s annual budget for
two years, comes without any strings
attached as to what programs SEJ might
want to pursue.

SEJ has been lucky to have found a
number of funders with similar hands-off
philosophies. The C.S. Mott Foundation
was an early source of general support.
Now the following foundations have
announced two-year grants underwriting
programs and services in 1998 and 1999:
$150,000 from the W. Alton Jones Found-
ation; $50,000 from the John S. and James
L. Knight Foundation; and $40,000 from
the Turner Foundation. The Scripps
Howard Foundation has renewed its annu-
al $5,000 grant of general support, and the
George Gund Foundation said yes for a
grant of $26,000, funding SEJ programs
designed by and for journalists in Ohio.
Finally, the University of Tennessee at
Chattanooga and The Chattanooga Times
are providing goods and services valued at
$60,000 for the 1998 national conference.

The new funding means SEJ likely
won’t cut staff or programs for the next
two years. We may beef up existing pro-
grams, such as the Tipsheet, SEJournal, or
regional conferences, still relying on the
many member volunteers who are the
heart of the organization. Besides new
programs, we might want to invest in
employee benefits, so we won’t lose valu-
able staff when we most need them.

In short, nothing is cut in stone. As the
board contemplates how these new
resources will best serve the organiza-
tion’s mission, it will welcome ideas from
members. Please forgive any hint of
hyperbole, but this a golden moment in
which SEJ again faces nearly insurmount-
able opportunities. <
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Letters

To the Editor:

With regard to Susan Zakin’s article in the Winter 1998
issue, titled “Grazing, it’s a jungle in the arid West,” I would urge
SEJ members to think of grazing the way they think of urban
brownfields, or urban transportation, or the risks from eating
Louisiana oysters. Like them, grazing is complicated, interesting,
and resists reduction to good guys and bad guys.

People like myself and The Nature Conservancy are accused
of selling out or of being soft on ranchers, but actually we are the
hard-headed ones. We understand that the interior West is bal-
anced between a rural present and becoming yet another homoge-
nous American suburb—an outer, outer ring of LA. We under-
stand that ranchers own much of the remaining open space in the
West and that the best chance for a stable, rural, healthy West lies
in accommodations between progressive ranchers and hard-head-
ed environmentalists. We also know that the number of cows
grazing on the public land is a fraction of what it once was. If we
are interested in saving pristine landscape, we are at least one
hundred years too late. But progress is being made, and we have
the time to proceed deliberately and sensibly.

Half of the interior West is made up of federal lands, which
means all Americans have an interest in grazing on these public
lands. But national involvement carries a responsibility. It doesn’t
serve anyone to turn Western issues into a cartoon, complete with
threatening ranchers and quisling environmentalists. Grazing, log-
ging, and dams deserve the same searching examination members
of SEJ would give to environmental issues in their backyards.
You didn’t get that in your last issue.

—Ed Marston, Publisher, High Country News

Ms. Zakin responds:

The lack of depth in Western ranching coverage is exactly
why I wrote the article in the winter issue of SEJournal.

The Western range is certainly not pristine, although its wide-
open spaces may appear that way to newcomers. But that’s no
reason to keep degrading it. Second, the biggest problem with
grazing coverage is the virtual blackout on scientific scrutiny.
Why doesn’t High Country News cover the work of credible
researchers like Joy Belsky of the Oregon Natural Desert
Association, Stan Smith of University of Nevada Las Vegas, Bob
Ohmart of Arizona State University, or Carl Bock of University of
Colorado? To ignore the conclusive science on grazing, and to

(Continued on page 17)

Fall 1997 3



Annual conference at Chattanooga

i
SEJ // News

Face-lifted city to host SEJ in October

By CHRIS RIGEL

Chattanoogans in the sixties went to work with two shirts,
changing into the second around mid-afternoon when soot faded
the first to dingy brown.

It is a story in everyone’s repertoire, says Jim Kennedy,
president of the Chattanooga Area Convention and Visitors
Bureau, and not beyond belief when you look at the statistics.
The air in 1969 was loaded with over 200 micrograms of soot per
cubic meter, far exceeding federal standards. Today it’s less than
50 micrograms per cubic meter, which has made breathing easier
for everyone, including the SEJ
conference team that visited the
city in February.

The team, 1998 conference
chair Peter Dykstra of CNN; SEJ
executive director Beth Parke,
conference coordinator Jay Letto,
and programs manager Chris Rigel met with co-chair David
Sachsman of the University of Tennessee and several
Chattanooga professionals and officials for a three-day planning
session for the national conference, to be held there October 8 —
11, 1998.

Throughout the visit, Chattanooga’s effort toward sustain-
ability was a clear and recognizable theme. Thirty years ago peo-
ple were getting sick and moving away. City planners, unwilling
to watch the sprawl spiral out from a poisoned and near-dead
downtown, began to devise a program of sustainability that has
become a model for cities worldwide.

While plenty of work remains in the city dubbed “dirtiest in
the U.S.” by the Environmental Protection Agency in 1969, suc-
cesses are evident.

People once held back from the polluted Tennessee River by

While plenty of work remains in the city
dubbed “‘dirtiest in the U.S.” by the
EPA in 1969, successes are evident.

a chainlink barrier now enjoy tree-lined river-walks, returning
wildlife, and fishing in water so clean that the fish are edible.
Growth of the downtown began at Ross’s Landing, where aban-
doned factories and crumbling warehouses were replaced in the
early nineties by a riverside park that surrounds a $45-million-
dollar freshwater aquarium and nearby Visitors Center.

Not long after, shops and factory outlets, restaurants, and
housing began to fill in the vacant areas. Some buildings dating
back to the late 1880s were renovated as part of the city’s
emphasis on historic preservation. Chattanooga’s downtown, a
manageable walk, can also be
navigated aboard one of its free
electric buses.

Once success became evident
at the core, plans reached out-
ward to other areas of decay. Just
before a demolition crew rolled
in, the community voted overwhelmingly in favor of restoring a
hundred-year-old truss bridge spanning the Tennessee River. The
bridge reopened on May 1, 1993, and at just under three-
quarters of a mile, is the longest pedestrian bridge in
the world.

Other of the city’s success stories include the Tennessee
Aquarium—site of the Friday evening conference reception—a
project that brought 172 full-time and 250 part-time jobs to the
depressed downtown area when it opened in 1992. The elaborate
architecture and artistic landscaping replaced a visually decadent
riverfront. Energy-efficient Tennessee Valley Authority offices,
built in the eighties to promote redevelopment of the downtown’s
south end, are now the workplace for about 3,300. The
University of Tennessee at Chattanooga, site of Saturday ses-
sions, contains artificial wetlands that take advantage of the park-

The Riverset Apartment complex (above) with the
Tennessee Aquarium visible in the background,
expanded available housing in downtown
Chattanooga, transforming an abandoned area on
the Tennessee Riverfront (right).

ing lot runoff. The Hunter Museum of American Art,
where the conference winds up on Sunday, will give
attendees a look at the Tennessee River from the
museum’s rear terrace.

Field expeditions, annual fare at SEJ confer-
ences, offer close-range scrutiny of the area’s environ-
mental threats and initiatives on Thursday, Oct. 8. A
full-day forests tour, organized by Andrew
Melnykovych of the Louisville Courier-Journal, will
visit both National Forest and private timberlands,
exploring zero cut, clearcut, and all the options and
controversies in between. Another
full-day tour will offer a look at
Tellico Dam and the aftermath of the
snail darter saga, first case under the
Endan-gered Species Act (ESA) to
reach the Supreme Court. The future
of the ESA will also be examined on
the tour.

Three half-day tours are also
scheduled for Thursday.
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Chattanooga....

(continued)

Chickamauga-Chattanooga National
Military Park, site of one of the bloodiest
battles of the Civil War, is threatened by
development. Conference-goers can also
explore the Super-fund site, Chattanooga
Creek, dumping ground for industries that
long manufactured coke, organic chemicals,
wood preservatives, metals, textiles, bricks,
and pharmaceuticals. Excavation has shown
high levels of coal tar in the creek sedi-
ments and indicates a long road to recovery.

Last of the half-day tours will explore
efforts toward sustainability in the city’s
southside. One plan calls for an eco-indus-
trial park that brings companies together in
a cooperative waste-to-raw-material loop.
“Operations as diverse as microbreweries,
restaurants, chicken processing plants,
foundries, a trade center, stadium, and resi-
dences would share heating, cooling, and
water to eliminate all waste,” explained
David Crockett, city councilman and presi-
dent of The Chattanooga Institute. Heated
water from the chicken processing plant, for
example, will be used in a biomass facility
that will produce ethanol as well as by an
aquaculture business that will raise prawns,
salmon, and trout in the downtown area.

A new $28.5-million stadium brought
jobs to the depressed Westside community,
where, according to the Chattanooga News
Bureau, 20 percent of the residents are on
welfare, 20 percent are senior citizens, and
the rest are under-employed. The new Max
Finley stadium, dubbed “The Max,” is
designed with a 15-foot below-street-level
playing field that keeps the stadium from
visually overwhelming neighboring build-
ings. Plans for heavily-landscaped parking
lots call for porous surfacing materials to
minimize runoff of non-point pollution into
the stormwater system.

So the question—why have a confer-
ence for environmental journalists in
Chattanooga? —was not a difficult one for
Dykstra. “It’s the best opportunity SEJ has
ever had to have a conference site add to the
conference substance.”

Chris Rigel is SEJ’s programs and sys-
tems manager.

/

River’s health debated

Words fly at SEJ meeting in New York

By A. ADAM GLENN

One Hudson is on the rebound, flush
with fish and bursting with boaters. The
other Hudson is a disaster zone, a federal
Superfund site suffused with PCBs.

That was the conflicting picture
drawn of the vast river ecosystem and its
environmental problems at an April 30
debate sponsored by SEJ and the City Bar
Association of New York.

The pointed discussion, which drew
nearly 100 people to the ornate, 19th-cen-
tury City Bar headquarters in midtown
Manhattan, pitted environmentalist Cara
Lee of the watchdog group Scenic
Hudson and Melvin Schweiger, who man-
ages the Hudson River cleanup program
for General Electric. The two debaters
also took some sharp questions from a
panel of four environmental journalists
and lawyers.

Until the late 1970s, General Electric
routinely released PCBs into the river,
200 miles of which was later listed as a
Superfund site. A cleanup has been under
study by the EPA for more than a decade,
but because of new delays this spring, a
decision on how to proceed will not come
before 1999.

Lee started off the evening with a
bare-knuckled assault on GE, accusing
the company of being “in public denial”
over its responsibility for the river’s
pollution, and of conducting a
public relations campaign to mislead the
public. “The truth is, the water, the fish,
the wildlife, the air, the land, and our
bodies are all polluted with GE’s PCBs,”
added Lee.

The environmentalist said the best
solution to the river’s problems would be
selective dredging of sediments in PCB
hotspots along the waterway. Despite the
difficulties of conducting such a massive
operation and disposing of the resulting
waste, she argued “a state-of-the-art
landfill is safer than having PCBs in
the river.”

Rising to the giant manufacturer’s
defense, Schweiger denied there was clear
evidence PCBs were a human carcinogen
or even a health hazard at all. Even if they
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were, he suggested, dredging is an unnec-
essarily risky and time-consuming
solution, creating the additional problem
of undesirable landfills for the dredged
material.

“Dredging is proposed as the right
solution for the Hudson by people who
have no concept of what dredging is all
about,” Schweiger argued. A better
course, he suggested, would be to cut off
at the source any PCBs making their way
into the river, and then allowing natural
recovery processes to take place, like the
burying of contaminated sediment under
layers of clean sediment.

Concluded Schweiger: “The robust
health of the Hudson is the best evidence
that this approach is working.”

The debate was organized by the pro-
gram’s moderator and SEJ member
Michael Gerrard of the law firm Arnold
& Porter, along with help of SEJ board
member Ann Goodman and other New
York-area SEJ members.

Participating as questioners on the
panel were journalists Andrew Revkin of
the New York Times and James Gordon of
the Woodstock (N.Y.) Times, and environ-
mental attorneys Edward Copeland of the
New York Lawyers for the Public
Interest, and Kathy Robb of Hunton &
Williams.

A. Adam Glenn, former co-editor of
the SEJournal, is a producer at ABC-
NEWS.com in New York. He served on
the organizing committee for the debate.

SEJournal deadlines

Summer 1998 ................... July 15, 1998
Fall 1998.......cccueeunen. October 15, 1998
Winter 1999................ January 15, 1999
Spring 1999 .......cccceeuee. April 15, 1999

Send submissions to Noel Grove,
editor, ngrovel253@aol.com, P.O. Box
1016, Middleburg, VA 20118. Send
Green Beat stories to Chris Rigel,
rigel@voicenet.com or to SEJ, P.O.

Box 27280, Philadelphia, PA 19118
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SEJ helps paper grapple with growth

By STUART LEAVENWORTH

If ever a town needed a green
gumshoe, it is this sprawling vacation
mecca on the South Carolina coast.

With entertainment palaces carved
out of cypress swamps, and high-rise
hotels built on shifting barrier islands,
Myrtle Beach would seem a gold mine for
an environmental reporter, assuming you
had the heavy equipment to do the job.
With these challenges in mind, the Myrtle
Beach Sun invited SEJ board member
Mike Mansur and me to visit in January to
share some insights on covering the beat.

The Sun is a 45,000-circulation daily
newspaper, owned by Knight-Ridder, with
a local news staff of 14 reporters who
cover three fast-growing counties. The
paper does not employ an environmental
reporter, but it gets a fair amount of envi-
ronmental coverage from its city and
county reporters, who often find them-
selves writing about the latest water slide
or opry house to grace the Grand Strand.

Our one-day session started with mid-
westerner Mike getting a tour of Myrtle
Beach, led by four Sun staffers, including
metro editor Kent Bernhard Jr. and
reporter Katie Merx, who helped recruit
SEJ to visit the paper. The tour included
the main strip of Myrtle Beach— which
boasts one of the world’s largest concen-
trations of putt-putt golf courses—and a
swamp transformed into a new Planet
Hollywood. It also included a stop at a
beachside “swash,” where stormwater
drains across the town’s replenished
strand and empties into the Atlantic.

Judging from the clips we reviewed,
the Sun has written about these issues,
often doing longer takeouts on habitat
destruction or safety of swimming waters.
Some of the stories, however, tended to
rely on the “one-side-says-this, the-
other-side-say-that” mode of reportage.
Mike and I offered some suggestions
on assembling facts and finding authorita-
tive sources to develop stories that deal
with real problems, not just points
of contention.

During the tour, Mike pitched a story
on the side-effects of Myrtle Beach’s mul-
tiplying golf courses. He also suggested
some angles on writing about the town’s
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drinking water, which is drawn from the
intercoastal waterway.

Later, Mike met with about eight staff
members and discussed different
approaches for covering the beat, includ-
ing narratives and descriptive stories that
help reveal “a sense of place.”

“I suggested that they not think of the
environmental story in the traditional
sense —regulators battling local pol-
luters —but in defining, revealing and
explaining the unique and beautiful place
in which their readers live,” he said.

Following lunch, I summarized some
of the key sources and resources a reporter
can use in covering coastal issues in
the Carolinas. That led to a discussion
about the difficulties of going beyond
“flaks” and talking to front-line officials
in regulatory agencies. Mike and I offered
some tips on cultivating these sources,
and we also discussed strategies on filing
Freedom Of Information Act requests
and using computer databases for “quick-
hit” stories.

Our visit was the second of SEJ’s
outreach workshops designed to help
smaller newspaper and media outlets, and
it seemed to be well-received. More than
half of the news staff attended either
the morning or afternoon sessions. “I
think it was one of the best programs of its
kind I’ve seen,” said Bernhard, the
paper’s metro editor, in a follow-up inter-
view in April.

Even so, Bernhard couldn’t point to
recent stories that have resulted directly
from the SEJ workshop. The session gen-
erated “plenty of ideas,” but reporters
have been swamped with other assign-
ments, he said.

“One suggestion I have (for future
workshops) is to come up with more
small-bite stories that can be done on the
environment,” said Bernhard, who hopes
to add a growth and development reporter
to his staff later this year. “In order to get
a culture going around the newsroom, we
need to start with smaller, more manage-
able stories.”

Overall, I felt Mike and I had some
success in generating discussion about
environmental coverage and highlighting
the possibilities. But, in retrospect, we
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probably showed that we are several years
removed from the realities of smaller
newspapers, where an overworked staff is
scrambling to keep up with breaking news
and has little time or energy left for enter-
prise reporting.

For future workshops, I recommend
that SEJ do some extra advance work,
contact a paper’s top management—
including its publisher—and show them
surveys that conclude that environmen-
tal coverage continues to be a top interest
of readers.

Clearly, in any media operation, envi-
ronmental coverage needs to bubble up
from the bottom. But it also needs strong
advocates at the top.

Stuart Leavenworth is growth and
development editor at the News &
Observer in Raleigh, N.C.

Sixth IFEJ conference
slated for Sri Lanka

The sixth annual conference of the
International Federation of Environmental
Journalists (IFEJ) will be held Oct. 19 to
23, 1998 in Columbo, Sri Lanka, with the
Sri Lanka Environmental Journalists
Forum serving as hosts.

The theme of the event is
“Environmental Journalism Beyond 2000:
Working Together For A More
Sustainable Future.” Organizers are the
Sri Lanka Environmental Journalists
Forum, the Asia Pacific Forum of
Environmental Journalists and IFEJ.

The program for the 1998 conference,
still being developed, will include work-
shops on reporting and writing skills, ses-
sions on international and Asian environ-
mental issues, and tours of Sri Lankan
environmental sites.

Registration fee for the conference is
$95 in U.S. dollars, which includes all
lunches and receptions for the first three
days of the conference.

For more about the conference, con-
tact Dharman Wickremaratne at SLEJF@
sri.lanka.net or Ph: 94 1 827810, Fax: 94 1
826607, or check IFEJ’s web site (http://
www.ifej.org). New information will be
posted as it becomes available. <
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Elizabeth Manning has joined the
Anchorage Daily News as a general
assignment reporter. Before that, Manning
spent two years at the High Country News
in Paonia, CO, then worked her way
through California and Oregon before
landing in Alaska. She covers mostly “city
stuff,” but did get to go north for the U.S.
Army’s cold weather war games when
they practiced attacking a plywood village.

Boyce Rensberger, a science reporter
for The Washington Post since 1984, will
head the Knight Science
Journalism Program at the
Massachusetts Institute of
Technology in Cambridge.
One reason for his switch to
academia: “I’ve come to see
that the mass media needs to become a lot
more sophisticated.” Rensberger says he
will direct the programs efforts at editors
as well as reporters.

Also hoping to help other journalists
are Peter Lord and Jackleen de La
Harpe, directors of the Michael P.
Metcalfe Institute for Marine and Environ-
mental Reporting at the University of
Rhode Island (see page 18). Starting this
fall, the institute will offer seminars and
other opportunities for journalists to learn
about marine and environmental issues.
Lord is the environmental reporter for the
Providence Journal and de La Harpe edits
the Maritimes magazine at the university.

“I’'m not exactly the Texas type,” says
Tamar Charry, back in Philadelphia
after a stint in the New York Times’ Dallas
bureau. Now she produces “Greenworks”
for Pennsylvania, a cable access program
sponsored by the Environmental Fund of
Pennsylvania. She says the program,
which runs on 70 cable systems across the
state, focuses on the “positive side of
what’s going on in the environment.”

Heather Dewar did not have to
move far for her new job. She is now the
environmental reporter for The Baltimore
Sun. Dewar just wrapped up a three-year
stint in Washington, DC, as Knight
Ridder’s National Correspondent for the
environment.

After freelancing for eleven years,
Debra A. Schwartz has landed a steady
job. Schwartz is the new education
reporter for the Pioneer Press newspapers
in Lake County, IL.

At the same time Kim Motylewski is

moving into the freelance world. The
Cambridge, MA-based writer and produc-
er had been editor of National Public
Radio’s “Living on Earth” since 1991.
Kellyn Betts is the new associate edi-
tor for the American Chemical Society’s
Environmental, Science and Technology.
Her beat is drinking water and environ-
mental technology. Betts had been free-
lancing for the magazine from Portland,
Oregon, but moved to Washington, D.C.
after the last editor, former SEJ president

Media on the Move

Compiled by George Homsy

Rae Tyson moved to the National
Highway Transportation and Safety
Administration.

Speaking of SEJ presidents, the cur-
rent one, Kevin Carmody, has been elect-
ed vice chair of the Council of Presidents.
Carmody will be the one sitting behind
Clinton, making rabbit ears. Seriously, the
Council consists of the heads of all the
major journalism organizations and is
under the wing of the American Society of
Newspaper Editors. Carmody and fellow
board member Angela Swafford, free-
lance journalist with Discovery, have each
won a fellowship to study at the Marine
Biological Laboratory at Woods Hole in
Cape Cod. After spending two weeks
working at the labs with scientists on mol-
ecular biology, Carmody will head South
for two weeks in the Amazon while
Swafford will hit the North Slope of
Alaska to study global warming effects of
animal and plant life on the tundra. A few
other SEJ members to be congratulated as
recipients of the MBL fellowship: Monica
Allen, of the Bangor Daily News; Diane
Toomey, WUNC Radio; Randy Edwards,
Columbus Dispatch; and Ralph Haurwitz,
of the Austin American Statesman.

Jim Woolf, the environment writer
for The Salt Lake City Tribune will spend
six months in Ecuador this year working
with reporters, editors and students as a
Knight International Press Fellow. The
program is administered by the
International Center for Journalists in
Washington, D.C.

Have any examples of non-confronta-
tional environmental solutions? Send them

to John Krist. The assistant opinion page
editor for the Ventura County (CA) Star is
identifying and writing about examples of
resolutions to environmental conflicts
across the United States. He is undertaking
study as a 1997 Pulliam Fellow, which
gave him $30,000 to support the work.
Krist is also author of a new series of
guidebooks to national parks and wilder-
ness areas in California, 50 Best Short
Hikes in California’s Central Coast, pub-
lished by Wilderness Press.

Karl Grossman is
doing the right stuff: he was
recognized for covering nuclear
power in space devices in his
book The Wrong Stuff: The
Space Program’s Nuclear
Threat, and in a video, and various articles.
Grossman received the James Aronson
Award for environmental journalism and
inclusion on Project Censored’s list of the
10 most-censored, most-under-reported
stories in the U.S. in 1997.

Jonathan Brinckman can boast. He
is the Best of the West for environment
and natural resources reporting. His story
on salmon restoration efforts in The
Oregonian captured first place in the
Phoenix-based contest, which is run by
journalists. Second place went to Kenneth
J. Garcia, Alex Barnum, and Susan
Yoachum of the San Francisco Chronicle
for their story about the decline of Golden
Gate Park. Tied for third place were
Karen Dorn Steele, Spokesman-Review,
and The Sacramento Bee team of Tom
Knudson and Nancy Vogel.

In the television category, KXTV of
Sacramento, California swept the top three
spots. Deborah Pacyna and Tony
Cisneros came out on top with “El Nifio,
Bracing for the Storm.” Their colleagues
Sharon Ito and Bill Carragher finished
second with a piece about California’s Mt.
Shasta. Dan Adams rounded out the
KXTYV victory with a report on exotic
species in Lake Davis.

Write a book? Start a fellowship?
Switch jobs? Or know someone who has?
Let us know. Send all professional news to:
George Homsy. Fax: 617-868-8659. E-
mail: <ghomsy@world.std.com>. Tel:
617-520-6857. Mail: Living On Earth, 8
Story Street, Cambridge, MA 02138.
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U.S. journalists offered
travel, reporting grants

Fellowships for traveling to the SEJ
annual conference and three $1,000 report-
ing fellowships are being offered to work-
ing journalists by the Society of
Environmental Journalists in 1998.

The national conference fellowships
will underwrite travel and registration for
events October 8-11 in Chattanooga,
Tennessee (see page 4). A limited number
of full and partial fellowships will be
awarded to U.S. minority, Mexican, and
Canadian journalists. Winners will be
announced by August 12, 1998

SEJ will also award three $1,000
reporting fellowships unrelated to confer-
ence participation. Two new $1,000
fellowships for Ohio journalists—one
for a print journalist and another for a
journalist in broadcasting—were
announced in March by the George Gund
Foundation of Cleveland.

Grantees may pursue special, in-depth
reporting projects on environmental
issues. The funds may be used to under-
write research time, travel, development of
specialized graphics, or special expenses
of computer-assisted reporting. While
publication or broadcast of a finished pro-
ject is not required, letters of interest and
commitment from editors or producers
will be strongly considered in applications.

The second annual $1,000 Rita M.
Ritzke Memorial Fellowship for Broadcast
Journalists, established in 1997 to assist
U.S. broadcast journalists covering the
environment, health and science, is offered

again this year. The late Ritzke—who had
a strong interest in the environment, sci-
ence, and quality journalism—was a
supervisor in the pathology labs at
Milwaukee County Medical Center.

Established with donations from
Ritzke’s family, the fellowship may be
used to underwrite the costs of attending
training seminars, national journalism con-
ferences, or university courses that would
improve a radio or television journalist’s
coverage of the environment or health.
The $1,000 award could also be used to
defray the cost of a special reporting pro-
ject. Mary Losure of Minnesota Public
Radio was the 1997 Ritzke winner.

Postmark deadline is July 10, 1998 for
most of SEJ’s fellowship applications;
Ohio fellowships applications are due
August 10, 1998. Winners will be selected
by independent panels of judges coordi-
nated by Kevin Carmody and Marla Cone,
SEJ board co-chairs for the 1998 fellow-
ships program.

The number of fellowships awarded
in each category is dependent on SEJ pro-
gram funding applications that are still
pending. Contact the SEJ Office at (215)
836-9970 or SEJOffice@aol.com for
applications and more information.

Is it worth the call? Texas journalist
Larry Lee thinks so. “I wanted to thank
you from the bottom of my ink-blotted
heart,” he wrote after receiving a grant for
last year’s national conference in Tucson.
“It was an unforgettable experience.” %

SEJ conference
plenary speaker
leaves NAFTA

Victor Lichtinger, the executive
director of the North American
Commission on Environmental Cooper-
ation (CEC), and a speaker at SEJ’s
national conference in Tucson last fall,
resigned from his position in February.

The CEC is charged by the NAFTA
side agreements to temper the impact of
increased trade on the North American
environment by facilitating binational
cooperation and public participation in the
protection of the environment in all three
NAFTA countries. Lichtinger spoke at
SEJ’s opening plenary in Tucson on the
subject, “Four Years After NAFTA: Was
the Environment Protected?”

An outspoken director of the CEC,
Lichtinger had been critical of the three
NAFTA countries’ compliance with envi-
ronmental accords. In November, 1997,
the CEC released a report stating that the
bodies created under NAFTA were not
living up to their mandate to protect the
North American environment.

In careful, bureaucratic language at
the SEJ conference, Lichtinger highlight-
ed the complexity of the relationships
between the three countries and champi-
oned the idea of the CEC bringing contro-
versies to the table. The official reason
given for his move from CEC was his
desire “to pursue other opportunities,” but
those who monitor the organization
believe he was forced out because the
governments thought he was interpreting
the CEC’s mandate too broadly. <

Fellowships offered for international studies

A new four-month fellowship pro-
gram funded by the Pew Charitable Trusts
offers opportunities for U.S. journalists to
study international affairs and travel over-
seas on a reporting project.

The program will bring 14 journalists
to Washington annually —seven in the fall
and seven in the spring—to study at Johns
Hopkins University’s School of Advanced
International Studies (SAIS). After two
months of seminars and discussion, Pew
Fellows travel overseas for up to five
weeks to pursue an international reporting
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project of their choice. They will return to
Washington for a final two weeks of semi-
nars and follow-up discussions.

Focus of the program will be on inter-
national environmental issues, health and
human services, population and migration,
refugees and relief assistance, humanitari-
an and human rights issues, economic
development and trade, and cultural and
religious changes.

Applicants must have at least three
years’ journalistic experience. Pew
Fellows receive a stipend and free accom-
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modations in Washington, plus travel
expenses for their overseas project.
Deadline for applications is June 15,
1998 for the program beginning in
September. For the program beginning in
January 1999, the deadline is October 15,
1998. For more information, contact
John Schidlovsky, Director, Pew
Fellowships in International Journalism,
School of Advanced International Studies,

1619 Massachusetts Ave., N.W.,
Washington, D.C. 20036. E-mail:
pew@mail.jhuwash.jhu.edu. <
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To err is human, and so journalistic

We strive to be perfectly accurate in journalism, but some-
times it comes out all wrong. Devastatingly, humorously wrong.

GABI (the Grin and Bare It column) put out a call on the
SEJ listserv for the worst typos and bloopers that readers could
remember. GABI requested that the mistakes be related to the
environment, if possible. Apparently, only in environmental jour-
nalism are we nearly perfect, except for spelling the word “envi-
ronmental.” Perhaps the non-environmental bloopers are worth
reading as well, just to keep us all on our toes.

» SEJ staff has decided that “environmental” is the most
creatively mangled word in the English language. Some recent
correspondence arriving in the SEJ mailbox includes: environ-
memtal, enviormenial, enbironmental, enviromnental, and staffer
Chris Rigel’s personal favorite: Society of Iron Metal J, a
misnomer that has shown up on SEJ mail from a number of
organizations.

Nobody’s perfect. Chris remembers
the time 100 fliers were mailed out of
the office with the following mission
statement: “improving the quality, accr-
rcy, and visibility of environmental reporting.”

» Dave Poulson reports that a small Michigan daily sent
a reporter to cover a fire at a farm. The reporter called in the
story on deadline and it appeared with a lead declaring that
2,006 piglets died in the fire. The paper played this rural disaster
big, much to the later horror of the reporter whose phoned
message had been that “two sows and six piglets” perished in
the blaze.

» Jeri Lynn Smith recalls a holiday message that went...
thataway. Each year the magazine of SUNY College of
Environmental Science runs a seasonal greeting in the December
or winter issue. Authored by the college president, it usually ends
“And a Happy New Year” in rather large type under the accom-
panying artwork. Some years ago, Jeri says, the president was
late with the message, deadlines came and went, and pandemoni-
um reigned. Mysteriously, and perhaps oxymoronically, “Happy
New Year” became “Happy New York.”

» Ye editor can sympathize with last-minute haste. Years
ago, while night editor for a Kansas daily, he received a phoned-
in report right against deadline from a reporter who had been
covering the Miss Kansas beauty pageant. As part of the cere-
monies the young women had ridden on the requisite convert-
ibles through the streets of Pratt on a sweltering, 100-degree
August afternoon. Desperately ye editor batted out a quick head-
line, stared at what he had typed, then thought better of it:
“Beauties parade in heat.” A near miss.

» Headlines can be trouble. Leilani Arris recalls two that
belabored the obvious. One appeared in February: “Cold wave
linked to temperatures.” Another followed a mining tragedy but
ended up sounding like a pre-strike labor demand: “Miners
refuse to work after death.”

» Randy Edwards once suffered from too few words.
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Grin & Bare It

“Many years ago I was covering a tax levy campaign for a small
daily in northeastern Ohio. The city was strapped for funds and
had cut its safety forces. In one pre-election story I wrote some-
thing like this: ‘If the levy is approved all the firefighters will be
re-hired. If the levy fails, two additional firefighters will be laid.”

As you notice, I left off the ‘off,” and it survived editing.
The city manager met me on the steps of city hall the next day
with the comment, “The police union filed a grievance. They
want parity.”’

» In Berkeley, CA, the police department once took a typo
beating, according to Merritt Clifton, and attempts to correct it
only made matters worse.

On the first day this report appeared: The Berkeley Police
Department defectives trying to solve the September disappear-
ance of U.C. Berkeley coed Judy Williamson report having no
new leads.

Second day: The editors regret our implication of yesterday
that there are “defectives” on the
Berkeley police farce.

Third day: The editors regret our
inadvertent implication of the past two
days that the Berkeley police force has any detectives.

» Merritt also remembers working for the San Francisco
Chronicle where a certain, earlier headline was legendary. It hap-
pened circa June 1971, when offset printing was just being intro-
duced and printers were still a bit shaky about waxing last-
minute corrections into the layout. In updating a breaking story
about the Teamsters going out on strike, paralyzing the city and
forcing a rushed publication to get the paper distributed before
picket lines went up, a typo was made in an inch-high headline
that obliged someone to strip in a new “T” at the last minute.
Unfortunately it was pasted down way too close to the “r”” beside
it, so the “T” and “r” became an “F”’. What had been a banner
headline reading “Truckers out on strike!” took on a decidedly
editorialized tone that was distributed in some 30,000 copies
before anyone caught the mistake.

» Not even spell-check would have caught this one. Craig
Saunders remembers a headline from the Regina Leader-Post,
one of the Saskatchewan’s two larger dailies: “Pope seeks piece.”

» Doug Ramsey has two favorites. One was an AP weather
story in the late 1960s that began, “Jack Frost today thrust an icy
finger deep into Virginia.”

And another, from a small radio station, heard by Doug in
his car late at night: “This just in. The pilot of a Red Chinese
MIG has landed in Formosa and defecated to the West.”

Be careful out there folks.

If you missed the listserv appeal for humorous typos, bloop-
ers, and errant headlines, or if you recall any humorous stories
about the green beat, feel free to submit your entries by e-mail to
Noel Grove at ngrovel253@aol.com or by regular mail to same
at Box 1016, Middleburg, VA 20118.
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How hazardous is diesel exhaust?

By SARA THURIN ROLLIN

A national debate is erupting on the issue of whether the
health of the general population is threatened by exposure to
diesel exhaust from trucks and trains.

Right now, the two hot spots are in Los Angeles and
Washington, D.C. where state and federal government scientists
have finished their review and assessment of scientific data.
Neither government has yet initiated regulatory controls in
response to this health threat.

California Air Resources Board officials have said they plan
to rely on U.S. Environmental Protection Agency and existing
agreements with transportation industries to find ways to curb
emissions. But, in July the California board is expected to autho-
rize the development of control options.

In both cases, the governments’ draft
health risk assessments reached the same
conclusion; diesel exhaust is a potent
human carcinogen and poses serious non-
cancer threats linked to chronic respiratory
ailments, asthma, and allergies.

Exposure of the general population to diesel emissions varies
depending on whether the setting is urban or rural. The major
source of emissions is from mobile sources —trucks, cars, trains,
buses, and ships. Other uses include diesel-powered engines in
industrial applications such as construction, shipping, port activi-
ty, irrigation, oil drilling, and mining.

The debate about whether environmental (ambient) exposure
to diesel exhaust poses a threat to general population is expected
to continue for several months and years to come. Due to similar
health concerns, diesel emissions in the workplace have been
regulated for years.

Unlike most pollutants, there are piles of health effects data
on this subject and more being generated. More than 30 epidemi-
ological studies and over 200 laboratory studies exist, according
to the draft EPA assessment. Long-term exposure to diesel
exhaust is expected to result in an increased incidence of lung
cancer and respiratory damage, while short-term exposure may
trigger vomiting, lightheadedness, numbness, and irritating
effects in eye, nose, and throat. Diesel exhaust is a health hazard

Web Resources:

A search for “diesel exhaust & health” on Yahoo! Alta
Vista generates hundreds of potential information resources.
Among them:

http://www.dieselnet.com
http://airbis.arb.ca.gov/toxics/diesel/partb.html
http://www.nrdc.org

http://www.uswa.ca/hs&e/hsdiesem.htm
http://www.healtheffects.org/diesum.htm

For more information:

California Air Resources Board (916) 322-2990
American Trucking Association (703) 838-1700
Natural Resources Defense Council (212) 727-2700
Health Effects Institute (617) 876-6700
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in part because the tiny, sooty particles are small enough to
be inhaled.

Some health effect studies have tried to tease out the role of
the particulate, gases, and other chemicals to identify which part
of the diesel exhaust mixture triggers the observed illnesses.
After studying laboratory animals that contracted cancer after
exposure to diesel exhaust, scientists think it is the “insoluable
carbon core of the particle” that is responsible for triggering the
cancer and not the other chemicals that are also present, accord-
ing to U.S. EPA’s assessment.

The panel of scientists that reviewed the California risk
assessment voted unanimously to support the cancer finding.
Specifically, an estimated 450 people out of 1 million exposed to
diesel exhaust will develop cancer during
their life, according to George Alexandref,
deputy director for science at
California/EPA, Office of Environmental
Health Hazard Assessment.

The consistency between U.S. EPA
and Cal/EPA’s conclusions is not surprising
because the data are strong, according to Alexandref. “The
biggest weakness is the quantification of human exposure in the
occupational studies,” he said. Alexandref said this is the 23rd air
toxics assessment document prepared by Cal/EPA since 1985.

The draft assessments triggered criticism from both industry
and environmental groups. Industry says the health threats to the
general population are overstated, while environmentals say peo-
ple should be warned of the health risks.

In California, a coalition of environmental advocates have
initiated what they say will be a series of lawsuits and launched a
campaign called, “Dump Dirty Diesel.” They claim the govern-
ment’s reported health risks necessitate warning the public about
cancer threats as required by the state’s toxics law, known as
Proposition 65.

Getting a commitment from transportation companies to
shift from diesel fuels to cleaner alternatives, such as natural gas
and electric vehicles, is their main objective, the Natural
Resources Defense Council said.

The decision about whether the health risks merit regulatory
controls has to be evaluated against other goals such as fuel effi-
ciency. “The chief advantages of the diesel engine over the gaso-
line engine are its fuel economy and durability,” according to the
U.S. EPA. However, they emit more nitrogen oxides and particu-
late matter than do gasoline engines.

The fuel efficiency and the lower emissions of greenhouse
gases in diesel fuels are so attractive that the Energy Department
and auto makers have been researching ways to use diesel fuels
in certain sports utility vehicles. And, due to changes in engines
and emission control technologies since the late 1970s and early
1980s it is likely that the components of diesel emissions are not
the same as reported earlier, according to the EPA.

In July, the California Air Resources Board is scheduled to
decide whether or not to list diesel exhaust as a toxic air contami-
nant, which will trigger that state evaluating various control
plans. U.S. EPA is not expected to announce whether it will
impose emissions control measures for several months. <

SEJournal, P.O.Box 27280, Philadelphia, PA 19118



Drawing a line on climate control

When the evidence is ample, why avoid action?

By PAUL RAEBURN

Last October, Exxon’s chief execu-
tive officer, Lee Raymond, gave a speech
at the World Petroleum Congress in
Beijing in which he outlined his views on
global warming. Raymond’s speech
served as a nice summary of the views
of the global warming skeptics, and it
solved a problem we’d been having at
Business Week.

Like many others, we had been plan-
ning to do several stories on global warm-
ing in the weeks leading up to the United
Nations climate conference in Kyoto in
December. But we had a problem. Space
in the magazine was tight, and we weren’t
going to get the stories into the magazine
unless we could come up with something
fresh and original. (I'm sure many others
had similar problems.)

Raymond’s speech gave us a way out.
We decided it would be a good peg for a
story reviewing the scientific evidence
underlying the climate change debate.
More importantly, it would give us a
chance to put a hard edge on the story, by
taking Raymond to task where we thought
he was wrong.

I often find myself urging writers to
take a stronger stand in their stories, and
this was a chance for me to follow my
own advice. I wanted to do a news story,
not an opinion piece. But I didn’t want the
story to stop with Raymond saying one
thing and environmentalists saying anoth-
er. I wanted to do a story that came to
some resolution.

I got a copy of Raymond’s speech
from Exxon, and I pulled out my copy of
the 1995 report of the Intergovernmental

Author and journlist Paul Raeburn

Panel on Climate Change (IPCC).
Raymond made three points in his speech:
First, the world isn’t warming. Second,
even if it were, oil and gas wouldn’t be the
cause. Third, no one can predict the likely
future temperature rise. Raymond ended
his speech with a call for “an open debate
on the science, an analysis of the risks,
and a careful consideration of the costs
and benefits.”

Viewpoints
is a regular feature offering a
forum to those who deal with
environmental issues in the media.
Opposing viewpoints are welcome.

Of course, that is precisely what the
IPCC has been doing for the past few
years—evaluating the science, determin-
ing the consequences of global warming,
and assessing the costs and benefits of
various remedial and preventive measures.
So why the call for debate, when one was
already under way?

Furthermore, Raymond’s three asser-
tions about global warming were all at
odds with the conclusions of the IPCC.
Raymond had given a strong speech, and I
thought it deserved a strong story. I began
the story by recapping the key elements of
Raymond’s speech, and then I wrote:
“The call for scientific debate is 10 years
too late.... In the past decade, global
warming has become one of the most
exhaustively debated subjects in science.
The result is a solid consensus on the
facts. According to the consensus,
Raymond’s three assertions are wrong.”

I didn’t want to say Raymond and
the scientists disagreed, because I didn’t
think that was a fair statement of the facts.
The IPCC report is the product of one
of the most thorough efforts ever under-
taken to reach a consensus in science. In
many other environmental debates, there
is no clear consensus on the science. But
that’s not the case with global warming.
And Raymond’s summary of the science
was wrong.

Admittedly, there are still many
uncertainties in the science underlying
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global warming. No one knows for sure
how much global temperatures might rise,
and the computer models used to predict
the temperature rise are not as sophisticat-
ed as they should be. Nevertheless, the
consensus holds that temperatures have
risen, and they are likely to continue to
rise. And, in the carefully crafted language
of the IPCC report, “the balance of
evidence suggests a discernible human
influence on global climate.” When
Raymond said flatly that oil and gas use
are not responsible for global warming, he
was wrong.

The story went on to examine each of
Raymond’s points in more detail and to
contrast his statements with language
from the IPCC report. Exxon initially
declined to comment on Raymond’s
speech. When I finished a draft of the
story, I called Exxon again and told them
what I was about to say. Three Exxon
executives got right back to me on their
speaker phone, and we debated the issues.
They tried to persuade me to say
Raymond disagreed with the IPCC—not
that he was wrong. I listened, but I didn’t
change the copy.

After the story appeared in Business
Week’s Nov. 3 issue, Exxon sent a letter
(which we published) saying that “theo-
ries about human influence on global cli-
mate remain unproven,” and that good sci-
ence “must be grounded in hard analysis
and truthful inquiry.” I agree on both
counts. But neither changes the point of
the story: Raymond was wrong about the
science. To my mind, that was not opin-
ion—that was a fact that I had established
through my reporting. Apparently, at least
a few others agreed. The story was one of
a package of three Business Week stories
on global warming that received an honor-
able mention from the Overseas Press
Club in April.

Paul Raeburn is Business Week’s
senior editor for science, technology and
the environment, and the author of the
book Mars: Uncovering the Secrets of the
Red Planet ro be published by National
Geographic Society in August.
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Loving the dump

The Meadowlands: Wilderness Adven-
tures at the Edge of a City

By Robert Sullivan

Scribner, 220 pages, $23.00

Contrary to the widely held myth,
New Jersey natives do not orient them-
selves solely by turnpike exit numbers and
rest stops. But since it seems to amuse the
Outsiders, let’s just say I’'m from Exit
16W, near the Vince Lombardi Service
Area. In other words, I grew up on the
edge of the Meadowlands, a staggeringly
productive wetland cursed by its proximi-
ty to New York City.

For nearly two full centuries, the
Meadowlands has served as the venue for
an unending industrial bowel movement
by one of the world’s largest metropolitan
areas. The eternally burning garbage
dumps, blue ribbon-sized mosquitoes, cor-
rupt officeholders who blithely permit
God-knows-what to be disposed there,
and the occasional gangland slaying have
anointed this former ecological wonder-
land as Ground Zero for the ubiquitous
Jersey jokes.

Any parent with a modicum of
responsibility would keep a kid like me
far away from an environmental minefield
like this. Thus, most of us living near
there grew up knowing little about the
Meadowlands, except that you didn’t real-
ly want to know what went on there.

Robert Sullivan’s The Meadowlands
is a wonderful account of how the wetland
got to be the way it is, before there were
stirrings of interest in the area as either a
storehouse of nature or as a potential real
estate gold mine less than five miles from
Times Square. Native Americans who left
oyster-shell middens, muskrat trappers,
and salt-hay and dairy farmers all had
their day on the swampy land, which
was also an ancient cedar forest. As vil-
lages like Newark grew into nineteenth-
century industrial powerhouses, the
Meadowlands beckoned as a cost-effec-
tive dumpsite for everything from tannery
wastes to mercury.

The book benefits from brisk story-
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telling: We meet a few old swamp rats,
Meadowlands historians, dump impresar-
ios, a single-minded warrior from the
Mosquito Control Commission, and other
characters that faithfully deliver the
desired (and, truth be told, accurate) New
Jersey stereotype. The author and a friend
traverse the Meadowlands in a canoe with
the same spirit that helped Lewis and
Clark conquer the Northwest, portaging
over exit ramps and trash heaps and get-
ting lost in the midst of a pungent indus-
trial wilderness.
Sullivan gets downright rhapsodic
when discussing Snake Hill,
| a sandstone outcropping that
is the former home of
Hudson County’s

Bools Shell

insane asylum. It is the only point in the
Meadowlands that is both above sea level
and not composed of refuse, asphalt, or
structural steel.

Particularly charming are two tales:
one about a successful archaeological
expedition for the remains of New York’s
Penn Station, whose marble columns 