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How European journalists cover marine issues

Bruno Pinto and Ana Matias

Keeping citizens informed about the sea is important because it can
motivate collective actions to address threats to coastal and marine
sustainability. In this article, we wondered how European science and
environmental journalists cover marine issues in the print media. We
conducted 26 interviews with press journalists in 13 European countries
and asked about topics, triggers, and sources to write marine-related
news. We found that climate change, marine pollution, and biodiversity are
the most important issues and that good working relationships with both
scientists and NGOs are key for this media coverage.
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Introduction News about scientific and environmental issues related to the sea is important for
promoting public engagement in decision-making processes, justifying
investments in marine management and research, and increasing interest in these
topics [e.g., Thompson-Saud, Gelcich & Barraza, 2018; Gelcich et al., 2014]. When a
journalist decides (or is asked) to write about marine issues in the press, there are
two main aspects to how this will be done: what to write about and where to find
the relevant information about it. These will be addressed in this research insight
from the perspective of the journalists who write about the sea in Europe.

There is limited research on the media coverage of marine issues [e.g. Jönsson,
2011; Thompson-Saud et al., 2018]. Nevertheless, a preference in the media for
topics concerning marine pollution was found in other studies, particularly oil
spills. This was noticed in the Swedish public TV channel between 1961 and 2010
[Djerf-Pierre, 2013], and more recently in a Portuguese quality newspaper between
October 2002 and December 2010 [Pinto, Costa & Cabral, 2020]. Quality
newspapers are defined as aiming to provide comprehensive coverage and analysis
of international and national news of the day together with informed comments on
economic, political, and social issues [Entwistle & Hancock-Beaulieu, 1992].
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Personal interests can also play a part in the choice of topics, according to Rosen,
Guenther and Froehlich [2016]; a conclusion that was also observed in other
activities of science communication [e.g., Brown & Scholl, 2014; Kirby, 2003; Pinto,
Marçal & Vaz, 2015]. From the point of view of European audiences, the two areas
with higher public concern regarding marine issues have been pollution and
overfishing [European Commission, Directorate-General for Environment, 2017;
European Commission, Directorate-General for Research and Innovation, 2021;
Gelcich et al., 2014; Potts, Pita, O’Higgins & Mee, 2016]. A study across 21 countries
in North America, Europe, Africa, and Asia with more than 32 000 respondents also
identified pollution and fishing as the two most important threats to the marine
environment [Lotze, Guest, O’Leary, Tuda & Wallace, 2018].

Regarding journalists’ sources, in a study conducted in New Zealand, science
journalists from national newspapers reported that they normally use public
relations materials, such as press releases, just as a starting point for their news
[Ashwell, 2016]. The interaction between different actors involved in science
journalism has been studied in New Zealand by Kolandai-Matchett et al. [2021]
based on a survey with 63 marine scientists and 69 journalists covering marine
issues. They found that the amount of information, its interpretation, and
timeframes required to produce news were important factors in disagreements
between scientists and journalists. For instance, constraints to journalists’ activities
such as newsworthiness, limitations of time and space for publishing, and media
immediacy may not be familiar to marine scientists. Also in New Zealand, Ashwell
[2016] found that scientists and science communication advisors considered that
most national science reporting was poor. Other sources for science news
mentioned by Maiden, Zachos, Franks, Wells and Stallard [2020] were scientific
publications and science news platforms, social networks, and mainstream media.

The current research insight is intended to explore how European science and
environmental journalists cover marine issues in the quality print media. Our two
main research questions were: 1) which topics about the sea are covered in the
press? and 2) what are the main sources and triggers for marine-related news?

Methods Data was collected through 26 semi-structured interviews with science and
environment journalists from 13 European countries between February and May
2021. During this period, Europe and the rest of the World were facing the
COVID-19 pandemic. The countries selected aimed to cover four different regions
of Europe: Northern, Southern, Western, and Eastern (Table 1). We decided to
choose journalists who published in quality newspapers in paper and digital
formats, in each of the selected countries. Their news is usually a reference point to
the national news agenda [Boykoff, 2009; Nisbet & Lewenstein, 2002; Cushion,
Kilby, Thomas, Morani & Sambrook, 2018]. National newspapers for each country
were analyzed to identify journalists that published recently (last 5 years) about the
ocean. Respondents were recruited through direct contact with journalists and
editors, and indirectly through newspaper contacts and journalist associations.

The main objectives of the interviews were to gather information about the topics
that are more frequently covered about marine and/or coastal issues; the diverse
sources and triggers that are used; and the relationships between journalists and
scientific institutions or researchers. Questions asked included the following: what
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Table 1. Data from interviewed journalists. Adapted from Pinto and Matias [2023].

Country Bulgaria 1

Croatia 3

Denmark 2

England 1

France 2

Germany 4

Italy 3

Norway 2

Poland 2

Portugal 2

The Netherlands 1

Spain 1

Gender Male 14

Female 12

Age Average 47

Range 25–64

Training∗ No degree 1

Journalism degree 10

Science, environment & technology degree 12

Social sciences & humanities degree 7

Career status Newspaper staff 18

Freelancer 8
∗ Some journalists have graduations in more than one area.

sources do you usually use to write this news? What are the most common topics
in your news coverage about the sea? The full description of the protocol is
available in Pinto and Matias [2022]. Interviewees were asked to consider their
activities beyond the period of the COVID-19 pandemic.

All participants provided written informed consent for participation. Interviews
were done remotely using an Internet video call program, lasting between 20 and
60 minutes. Both authors were involved in conducting the interviews, which were
digitally recorded, later transcribed in full, and de-identified. After reading all the
interviews, the two authors defined the key topics. The obtained data were coded
using the software NVivo (version 1.5.1; QSR International) and then grouped and
analyzed qualitatively according to the defined list of key topics [as described in
e.g., Braun & Clarke, 2012; Bryman, 2012]. In some cases, it was necessary to add
topics that were not in the original list. During cross-check analysis, there were
differences in the classification between the two authors, which were resolved
through discussion until reaching a consensus. In some cases, this resulted in
changing or merging codes.

Results Interviewees’ age spanned 25 and 64 years, with an average of about 47 years; 14
were male and 12 were female. It included journalists at different stages of their
careers, including both journal staff and freelance professionals (Table 1). Almost
half of the journalists (n = 12, 46%) had initial academic training in science,
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environment, and technology, with 10 mentioning an undergraduate or
postgraduate qualification in journalism. It was decided to include journalists at
different stages of their careers, including both journal staff (n = 18, 69%) and
freelance professionals (Table 1). Four senior interviewees worked as both
journalists and editors of the science and/or environmental section.

The topic of climate change is key, but marine pollution and biodiversity are also important

Climate change was mentioned by almost all the interviewees (n = 24, Figure 1),
including both the scientific and the environmental perspectives. Within this broad
theme, there was a noticeable interest in specific national issues such as sea-level
rise in the Netherlands. Many journalists also considered that the multiple threats
to the marine environment were often on the news. For example, when asked
about the main topics, an interviewee answered:

“( . . . ) the influence of climate change on the seas. Overfishing, water quality,
pollution, maritime accidents. . . Plastics. Biodiversity. Loss of species ( . . . )” (J21)

Marine pollution by plastics (n = 19) and pollution non-specified (n = 15), were
often mentioned as topics in the news. These subjects can be approached from a

Figure 1. Frequency of topics mentioned by interviewees; climate change (color yellow);
pollution (color red); biodiversity (color green); fisheries (color light blue); marine man-
agement (color grey); ocean properties (color dark blue), and economic activities (except
fisheries; color orange).
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scientific angle; however, it was clear during the interviews that environmental
concerns were the main drive to write about pollution. For example, a journalist
stated:

“Plastic pollution is a big subject and has been for a couple of years. And the more and
more we know about it, the more frightening it is.” (J5)

Interviewees frequently mentioned ‘biodiversity’ (n = 16, Figure 1), including their
experience in reporting aboard scientific cruises for species inventory and/or
studies of specific phenomena. Under the biodiversity umbrella, mentions were
made to news about endangered species, new species, fish species variations,
marine mammals, corals, and plankton. Journalists often mentioned overfishing
and fisheries as a threat. News on this subject can also be related to fisheries
regulations, fish stocks, quotas, etc.; yet some interviewees said they did not cover
fisheries because this was done by another news desk such as economy or local.

Management of the sea was also mentioned, including coastal management,
regulation/legislation issues, and Marine Protected Areas. In some cases,
management was connected to climate change and tourism. These topics were
mentioned mostly by interviewees that considered themselves or their desk as
covering environmental news, rather than science news.

Finally, subjects less commonly mentioned in the set of interviews (Figure 1), were
curiosities (n = 5; e.g., species with peculiar characteristics) and ocean physics and
chemistry (n = 3; e.g., changes in ocean circulation), as well as issues related to
economic activities including aquaculture, shipping, oil and gas exploitation, and
offshore renewable energy. This is the result when considering all interviews as a
whole; nevertheless, some journalists extensively cover these topics, particularly
when they are of regional or national interest.

Maintaining trustful relations with scientists and NGOs

When asked about preferred sources and triggers to write news, the relationships
between journalists and scientists were often the main issue (n = 23). If this
connection is established, communication can happen in both ways through direct
contact by phone or email, but also indirectly through social media platforms such
as Twitter or Facebook. Indeed, several journalists talked about scientists reaching
out to them when new research is published or data collection at sea is about to
occur. Moreover, interviewees talked about the advantages of having a network of
diverse scientists to enable a broader coverage of science/environmental issues
and the rotation of sources. In some cases, there were also references to personal
long-lasting relationships, some dating back to graduation times, hanging out
together with scientists during fieldwork or other events. For instance, it was
mentioned that:

“( . . . ) I have a great network of scientists, and many of them are our friends. So, if
( . . . ) something happens in the lab, I’m the first to get to know because they pick up
the phone and tell me ( . . . )” (J26)
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Associated with this, research institutes and universities are also viewed as
important sources of news (n = 16). In some cases, journalists talked about the role
of communication offices that produce press releases and facilitate contact with
scientists. Also, science news platforms such as Eurekalert! and AlphaGalileo, and
scientific journals such as Nature and Science are considered good sources for news
about the sea.

On the one hand, journalists mentioned that scientists can distrust the media,
sometimes are too busy to read and/or comment on a scientific study, and are hard
to reach, particularly in the case of access to scientists from foreign countries. On
the other hand, interviewees reinforced the importance of overcoming these
boundaries and building a trusted and lasting connection with scientists and/or
research groups. For example, it was said that:

“( . . . ) it is more difficult to establish a network of scientists that are accessible to you.
Because many scientists are afraid of the media. They are afraid their research or what
they say will be misunderstood ( . . . ) And you have to get their trust ( . . . )” (J20)

Another source of information is the NGOs (n = 11), in some cases reinforcing the
importance of trustful relations. International organizations such as the IPCC
(Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change) or the ICES (International Council
for the Exploration of the Seas) and technical/scientific reports are relevant sources
of information, while conferences/meetings were also mentioned as triggers for
news. Governmental institutions and other stakeholders connected to marine
issues are contacted by some journalists (n = 8), when relevant. Additionally, some
journalists talked about their contacts with fishers (n = 3) and their networks of
colleagues and friends (who can be researchers, environmental activists, etc.) as a
first step to writing news about the sea. NGOs were seen as media-friendly and
willing to provide contacts of other sources; however, both NGOs and
governmental institutions were considered by some journalists as potentially
biased because they can have political agendas.

Interviewees also talked about other triggers to write news: accidents in the sea
(e.g., oil spills), strange events (e.g., unusual numbers of dead or injured animals),
legal and regulatory changes (e.g., management of coastal and/or marine protected
areas, fishing rules), request of editors to cover specific issues and trends in the
international press.

Discussion This article aims to assess the main topics, sources, and triggers of European
journalists that write press news about the sea. Besides the importance of available
resources and interests of journalists recently found in previous research [Pinto &
Matias, 2023], the writing of news is also conditioned by the international and
national relevance of topics. Even in European newspapers with fewer resources,
in which journalists did not express a particular interest in the sea, there was still
marine-related news connected to hot topics.

Climate change is the prime example of this, with some journalists referring to it
not as “a” topic but as “the” topic. This argument was also mentioned to convince
editors to publish more news about science and environmental issues. It coincides
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with the high public interest in this theme expressed in two recent Eurobarometer
studies [European Commission, Directorate-General for Environment, 2017;
European Commission, Directorate-General for Research and Innovation, 2021].
Moreover, communication about climate change has been of high interest for
research, especially since the turn of the millennium [e.g., Comfort & Park, 2018;
Sampei & Aoyagi-Usui, 2009; Schmidt, Ivanova & Schäfer, 2013]. Therefore, the
media, the audiences, and the scientific community are all interested in climate
change, and it seems to also include topics on climate change that are related to
marine issues.

Marine pollution (with and without plastics) was also often mentioned by
journalists, thus confirming previous research in which it was considered one of
the most serious threats to the marine environment in both European [Gelcich
et al., 2014; Potts et al., 2016] and global scales [Lotze et al., 2018]. This was also
evident in the peaks of news about oil spills on Swedish television [Djerf-Pierre,
2013] and the Portuguese quality press [Pinto et al., 2020]. There is not much
research on the rise of news and buzz in social media about plastic pollution in the
sea, which may be due to its recent media visibility.

About sources in writing news about the sea, one dominant finding emerged: the
importance of maintaining trustful relations with scientists and NGOs. Journalists
confirmed the importance of these connections with scientists, talking also about
the two-way communication with this professional group [as identified earlier e.g.,
by Kolandai-Matchett et al., 2021; Davies et al., 2021; Massarani, Entradas, Neves &
Bauer, 2021; Rosen et al., 2016]. In some cases, this seems to be done indirectly
through social media platforms [Dunwoody, 2014]. Interviewees also mentioned
the willingness of individual scientists, universities, and scientific institutions to
promote public communication [confirming the findings of Dunwoody, 2014;
Schäfer, 2017]. Although some interviewees mentioned the advantages of
contacting public relations staff in research institutions, most reinforced the idea
that the key issue was a good working relationship between journalists and
scientists [Kolandai-Matchett et al., 2021].

Despite the similarities of sources often referred to in previous studies such as
peer-review articles, search engines for articles, press releases, social networks, or
conferences [Bauer, Howard, Romo Ramos, Massarani & Amorim, 2013; Massarani
et al., 2021; Rosen et al., 2016; Maiden et al., 2020], we also found additional sources
of information such as NGOs, governmental institutions or fishers. Part of the
explanation for this is perhaps the inclusion of news on environmental issues in the
analysis, for which such sources have more value. Another explanation is that
some scientific and environmental issues go together. For example, climate change
was identified in this study as the most important theme, with scientific data and
social and ecological threats being considered. In this and other cases, it is very
difficult to trace a line. Therefore, journalists that cover climate change can consult
typical science journalism sources but also reach sources associated with the social
and environmental dimensions.

In what concerns the implications of this research, our results reinforce the idea
that journalists attribute high value to personal contacts and networks of marine
scientists and NGOs [Kolandai-Matchett et al., 2021; Pinto et al., 2020]. For
instance, newspaper editors have mentioned that the loss associated with the
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retirement of a science journalist is not only the loss of news reporting but also the
disappearance of their network of contacts with other professionals (including
those in academia, NGOs, etc.). Furthermore, scientists working on marine issues
have mentioned a lack of training in media-related matters [Kolandai-Matchett
et al., 2021]. Therefore, journalists could participate in or lead actions of media
training, workshops, or community-based projects concerning marine issues.
These seem like good opportunities to enhance the contact between professional
groups and enable a greater understanding of working methods, needs, and
constraints [Kolandai-Matchett et al., 2021; Pinto et al., 2020]. Additionally, marine
scientists, NGOs, or journalists could take the initiative of establishing initial
contacts with the purpose of building relationships. When reaching a journalist to
challenge them to write a news article about the sea, several factors can be relevant
to pique their interest. From our qualitative research, timing is an issue, because
events or political initiatives can open doors to report about the sea, even if
unrelated. Interviewed journalists consider good marine stories the ones that deal
with topics that affect people’s lives (e.g., human health, coastal erosion, energy
projects) and the ones that relate to nature protection and conservation (e.g.,
endangered species, marine parks, pollution, accidents leading to animal fatalities).
In addition, many good stories are the ones that feed curiosity, bring fresh
intelligible scientific news, and unveil the mysterious world of the deep sea.

Limitations and
future research

One of this study’s main limitations was that, in four cases, only one journalist per
country was interviewed (Spain, England, the Netherlands, and Bulgaria).
Although an overview is possible, there are less detail and diversity of testimonies
than in the other countries. In addition, considering the lack of information about
science and environmental journalism in Europe and other regions of the World, it
was difficult to compare our results with previous research.

Since interviews were done during the second global COVID-19 lockdown,
differences in the conditions of interviewees may have varied (due to factors such
as workload, home-schooling, etc.). Future research about chosen topics, sources,
triggers, and other factors related to the activities of science and environmental
journalists in both Europe and other regions of the World would be useful to
compare results [Massarani et al., 2021; Pinto & Matias, 2023].
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