Northeast Environmental Reporting Hub - WNPR/Connecticut Public Radio

NPR Local News Initiative Request for Funding 

Summary of Project

This multi-state northeast environmental bureau will give reporters from New York and the five New England states the opportunity to produce “connect-the-dots” coverage of environmental issues affecting their communities and their region as a whole. Working with a Managing Editor based at WNPR in Hartford, CT, reporters will design, produce, edit and share stories about a compelling and timely topic of particular concern to the public radio audience.  With issues of broad impact that straddle political jurisdictions, environmental coverage provides an ideal focus for coordinated regional reporting.
Editorial Focus and Audience Service

Public radio listeners place a particularly high value on nature and the environment. Research done by NPR indicates interest in the environment is such an intrinsic part of their audience’s world view that it both informs civic and political actions and influences the selection of goods and services. These listeners tune to public radio for in-depth coverage that explores the cause and effect of complex issues. They count on public radio to provide them with reporting that informs and integrates their experience as citizens of their communities, their nation and the world. 
The Northeast: Multiple States/Regional Ecosystem

This proposal will strengthen and deepen the service northeast stations provide to listeners across this densely populated regional ecosystem.  Invasive species don’t stop at state boundaries. Nor do migrating animals, greenhouse gasses or other pollutants. The Connecticut River watershed includes four states and two countries. Long Island Sound and the North Atlantic coast include New York and every New England state except Vermont. 

The northeastern states also share a kind of ecological inheritance. Many urban areas in the region are in the process of updating older sewage, water and energy infrastructures. They share similar stories about finding the resources and the public will to improve these services. 

Hub Personnel, Partners and Programming 

The Northeast Environmental Hub will be led by veteran environmental reporter Nancy Cohen who will serve as the Hub’s Managing Editor. The current list of participating Hub stations includes:

· WNPR/Connecticut Public Radio

· WBUR and WGBH, Boston

· WCAI, Cape Cod/Martha’s Vineyard/Nantucket

· WFCR, Amherst, MA

· New Hampshire Public Radio

· Vermont Public Radio

· WNYC, New York

· North Country Public Radio, Canton New York

· WXXI, Rochester, NY

· WAER, Syracuse, NY

· WRVO, Oswego, NY

· Maine Public Broadcasting

Working in collaboration, and drawing on the reporting talent of each station, the Hub will produce original enterprise reporting. Coverage will include both region-wide specials and series, and the reversioning and distribution of individual station stories for use by any station in the Hub. This arrangement will provide a high quality, cost-effective way to increase the content available to all stations in the region and instantly expand their base of reporting talent. 

An initial convening of all partners will be held to confirm a sense of shared enterprise, shape an editorial agenda, and hear presentations from educational and scientific experts about issues of priority concern to the northeast region. This editorial brainstorming session will include discussion of potential topics for coordinated/region-wide series, as well as the sharing of information about issues of particular concern to each Hub station and community. 

Efforts will be made to enlist participation in these meetings by organizations that share the broad goals of the Northeast Environmental Hub such as the Society for Environmental Journalists (SEJ) and Oregon Public Broadcasting (OPB) which is working with SEJ on developing an ongoing environmental training curriculum for public radio reporters. 

This initial discussion is envisioned as the first in an ongoing series of partner discussions that will shape, refine and continually strengthen the Hub’s service to public radio listeners.

Distribution System and Story Examples

Stories will be distributed via an existing WNPR FTP server. Stories may also be shared with National Public Radio and other networks and via The Public Radio Exchange (PRX) as appropriate.  A project website will be created to allow downloading and podcasting. Ways to engage listener expertise about the environment will also be designed. 

A few examples of stories relevant to listeners throughout and beyond the region include:

Invasive species—IPANE

The Invasive Plant Atlas of New England is training volunteers across the region to identify invasive plant species in specific locations. This on-the-ground information helps scientists track the movement of invasive plants across New England’s landscape. The goal of the project is to identify and stop invasions early --- before they take hold.

Invasive species- Sea Squirt

Invasive sea squirt colonies are taking hold on the bottom of eastern Long Island Sound.  The species spreads like pancake batter, forming thick mats on the seafloor. Scientists at the University of Connecticut are investigating whether the animal is smothering blue mussels and other shellfish. The same organism has been found in extensive areas of fishing grounds on George’s Bank.

American Eel – Endangered Species?

Two brothers, one in Maine, the other in Massachusetts have been trying to convince the U.S Fish and Wildlife Service to protect the American eel under the Endangered Species Act. The eel has a broad range including the northeast and the Maritime Provinces.  Tim Watts, a janitor and former marine with a thick Massachusetts accent, has carried migrating eels over abandoned dams to help them get upstream. His brother Doug, who writes about migrating fish in Maine, has gone so far as to deliver eel carcasses, chewed up in dam turbines, to environmental regulators. 

Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative

“RGGI” is the first mandatory cap and trade program in the U.S. aimed at reducing emissions of gasses that cause global warming. Ten northeastern and Mid-Atlantic states have joined the agreement – including all of the New England states. Environmentalists and electric power generators are at odds over who should fund it.
Biofuel – Boutique or Boom?

A new federal tax credit coupled with rising energy prices is pushing the northeastern biofuel market into the mainstream. A Vermont company is selling ten times as much biodiesel as it did two years ago after opening pumps at gas stations in Massachusetts and New Hampshire. And a New Hampshire-based company, that’s one of the biggest suppliers of home heating oil in the northeast, opened the region’s first pre-blended biofuel terminal in Albany. Despite the growth, some analysts say biofuel will remain a small ‘boutique’ market.

The Debate over ATVs

All Terrain Vehicles or A-T-Vs are designed to scramble over rocks, blast through mud and forge across streams. But they can also damage the earth.  In Connecticut environmentalists and A-T-V riders are battling over who should have access to the woods. 

Powerlines

Electric powerline cuts are not the prettiest places. But they’re providing critical habitat for declining animal species that require open habitat. Studies in Massachusetts and Connecticut are finding regionally rare bird species nesting in powerline cuts.

Hub Funding and Sustainability

We are requesting LNI funding support over a period of three years. Year one funding will complement existing support provided to WNPR by a grant from a Hartford-based Fortune 100 company. The firm has already expressed its interest in continued support to the station for expanded environmental reporting and production capacity throughout the northeast states. 

In year two, long-range sustainability of the Hub will be additionally strengthened by a commitment of shared funding by the partner stations. Each station’s contribution will be based on a percentage of the station’s total revenue. We will seek to leverage this funding to attract new dollars from foundations and other donors in the region.  WNPR will encourage and assist member stations in finding similar local funding opportunities.

Expertise in Project Management   

WNPR has an established track record of collaboration and program distribution.

Over the past two years WNPR has established an environmental reporting initiative which has covered a broad spectrum of environmental issues including the disruption of natural ecosystems, opposition to the sighting of new energy projects, the spread of invasive species, and the clean up of contaminated watersheds. 

WNPR also has extensive experience in multi-station consortiums, working with WFCR, Amherst and WAMC, Albany to establish a Hartford capitol bureau which   provides political coverage to a multi-state region. WNPR has also distributed news series, documentaries, and music and entertainment specials to stations throughout the public radio system.

Hubs Managing Editor Nancy Cohen has covered environmental issues in New England for more than a decade. Before joining WNPR, Cohen served in several critical editorial positions at National Public Radio in Washington, including overnight editor on Morning Edition, editor of All Things Considered and Midwest editor. 

Cohen has a Masters in Public Administration from Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government and a B.A. in Political Ecology from the University of Massachusetts, Amherst. She teaches in the U Mass Journalism Department and was a visiting faculty member in the Sound Department at the School of the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston. She has participated in environmental journalism fellowships at the Universities of Maine and Colorado. Nancy was also a science-writing fellow at the Marine Biological Laboratory in Woods Hole, Massachusetts. 

