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The proliferation of Internet
news sites over the past
decade means growing oppor-
tunities for placing environ-
mental stories in online
publications– and dramati-
cally increasing awareness of
critical issues.  Yet many
environmental organizations
are failing to take full advan-
tage of this important me-
dium.

Public interest in the Internet
and online news is skyrocket-
ing. Last year more than half
the U.S. population used the
Internet, and more than 60%
of those who did logged on
for their daily news fix.

Consider those who go online
specifically for health, science
and political news and the
numbers look even more
impressive: 39% go online for

political news, and 63% log-on
for science or health news.

The incredible interest in online
news and information makes
going online the new new thing
for environmental news and
public relations.

What’s old is new again

Traditional newsrooms are
shoring up their dot-com divi-
sions, whether they turn a profit
or not.  Millions of Americans
log on to sites such as
MSNBC.com and CNN.com,
despite rumored layoffs and
cutbacks. The Washington Post
(Washingtonpost.com) and The
New York Times
(NYTimes.com) are investing
large sums of money to improve
and expand their online
coverage.

Don’t Implement an
Environmental Media
Strategy Without the Internet.

This guide explains why by
detailing:

• The shift in American
news consumption habits
and why that shift means
nonprofit organizations
must make online news a
priority.

• Tools and tactics for
successfully reaching out
to online journalists.

• Tips for setting up an
effective online “press-
room” that offers what
reporters need.

• The nuts and bolts of
online press kits.

· 76.3% of Americans believe it is an “important” or “extremely
important” source of information.

· Only 53.1% say that about television.
· Only 46.8% say that about radio.
· 22% of web users get news online on a typical day.
· In just one year (1998-99), the number of people who went

online for daily news doubled.

The Internet is Seen as an Increasingly
Valuable Source of Information

Going Online: Environmental Media and Public
Relations in a Digital Age



The rush by some media
commentators to declare the
“bust” of the Internet boom
and online journalism is
premature. For every forebod-
ing announcement that online
sources such as Salon.com or
Slate.com are struggling, there
is an equally encouraging
announcement about a
NYTimes.com expansion or
the unexpected profitability of
WSJ.com (The Wall Street
Journal online). Inevitably,
when one dot-com folds,
another pops up to take its
place.

A recent survey by Techno-
Metrica Market Intelligence of
editors and publishers at small,
medium, and large newspapers
found that most cutbacks are
taking place in newsrooms
(64.9%), production (50.9%),
and circulation (47.4%).

Only 15.8% of those surveyed
said new-media (online) work-
ers were cut.

Taking to the Net
Online activism is gaining
attention as activists success-
fully take advantage of this
medium.

The success of the Heritage
Forests Campaign (http://
www.ourforests.org) or the GE
Food Alert campaign (http://
www.gefoodalert.org) in mobi-
lizing mass amounts of public
comment, email alerts and
policymaker reaction are just
two examples.

Environmentalists must con-
sider online news sites and
online journalists as important
extensions of the technology
revolution – and take full
advantage of this trend.

EMS tracks the emergence of
online news outlets, and what this
growing trend means for environ-
mental communicators.  In this
guide, we offer recommendations
for reaching both online and
traditional journalists in the
Internet age, along with tips for
how even the smallest environ-
mental nonprofit organization can
reap big returns through its use of
Internet news and technology.

•  Why should I pay attention to
   online news?

•  How do I reach online news
    reporters?

•  How do I use online technol-
   ogy to reach media
   gatekeepers?

Read on to find out.

The Recent Explosion of Online Information is
Changing the Way People Get Their News

· MSNBC.com, the #1 online news source, gets more than 12.5 million unique visitors
each month.

· Yahoo! News gets more than 10 million unique visitors each month.
· ABCNews.com gets 4.1 million unique visitors each month.
· Washingtonpost.com gets about 4 million page views every day. The daily circulation

of their print circulation is roughly 760,000.
· The Wall Street Journal’s online version (WSJ.com) is one of the only paid-access news

websites, and has already sold 500,000 subscriptions. Their daily print circulation is
more than 1.5 million.

http://www.ourforests.org
http://www.gefoodalert.org
http://www.gefoodalert.org
http://www.ourforests.org


Measuring Online
News Circulation

In the online publishing world,
the measurements for circula-
tion are still evolving.  Here are
some commonly used terms and
what they mean.

Unique users:  The number of
different people who visit a
website.  Also referred to as
“unique visitors.”  Many sites
simply use the term “visitors,”
but this has a different meaning.
For example, imagine four
people visit a website three
times in a month.  That can
either be described as 12 visitors
in a month or as four unique
visitors.

Page views: This is an attempt
to measure how much quality
time people spend on a website.
“Page views” refers to the
number of times a website’s
pages are actually looked at.

Environmental issues are tailor-
made for online news, and the
environmental movement must
recognize the importance of this
medium for getting its mes-
sages out.

The diversity of news and
information available on the
Internet means that news
sources are able to expand the
depth and breadth of news
coverage.

Online news reporting is be-
coming increasingly indepen-
dent of its print and broadcast
sister outlets. Frequently, media
outlets hire separate reporters to
cover specific issues -- such as
health or the environment --
exclusively for the outlet’s
online component.

Finally, a new wave of environ-
mental news “entrepreneurs” is
popping up, helping to bring
environmental issues to the

media and the public in unique
ways.  The cost barriers typical to
starting a newspaper or magazine
disappear in the online news
world, opening up opportunities
for outlets that specialize in
environmental news stories.

Environmental news entrepre-
neurs include the popular Grist
magazine, Environment News
Service, Environmental News
Network and more.

Make Online News a Priority

Online Publications are Gaining in Popularity

Washington Post 760,000 daily circulation
Washingtonpost.com 3 million unique visitors monthly

USA Today 1.6 million daily circulation
USAToday.com 3.2 million unique visitors monthly

Los Angeles Times 1 million daily circulation
LATimes.com 2.2 million unique visitors monthly

New York Times 1 million daily circulation
NYTimes.com 6.7 million unique visitors monthly

Wall Street Journal 1.7 million daily circulation
WSJ.com 500,000 paid subscribers; 1.2 million

unique visitors monthly

Source:  Environmental Media Services’ Survey of Online News Sources,
Feb. 2001, and Media Matrix February 2001 Survey of News Circulation.

This is similar to measuring how
many people look at the front
page or the editorial page of a
newspaper.

Hits:  This statistic is often
confused with “page views,”

but it is actually a technical term
referring to the number of times a
website’s files are downloaded. It
has nothing to do with the num-
ber of visitors or how much time
they spend on the site, and
should not be used for measuring
circulation.



Americans Are Going Online at an Incredible Rate
• More than two-thirds of Americans have some type of access to the Internet, and 42% of

Americans use e-mail every day. Reading and finding news ranks among Americans’ five
most popular online activities.1

• More than twice as many people now go online to access the Internet or send and receive
email as did just four years ago (54% vs. 21% in 1996).2

• 41% of those currently without Internet access are somewhat or very likely to have access
within the next year.3

Reading News is a Top Online Activity
• One in three Americans goes online for news at least once a week, compared to just one in

five in 1998. And 15% of Americans say they receive daily news reports from the Internet,
up from 6% two years ago.4

• People who have four or more years of experience using the Internet rely heavily on this
medium for news – they say they spend more than 11% of their online time finding and
reading news stories.5

• One in five Internet users (22%) get news online in a typical day, most going online specifi-
cally to learn what is in the news.6

• Among those who get news online, 55% intentionally seek out Internet news sites, while
43% come across news while looking for something else.7

• The number of individuals who go online daily for news doubled (to 12%) from 1998 to
1999, while the number of individuals who use other traditional sources for news dimin-
ished by 17%.8

Internet users love online news – they get their news when they want it, how they want it andInternet users love online news – they get their news when they want it, how they want it and
where they want it – so they rely more heavily on the Internet than on traditional news sources.where they want it – so they rely more heavily on the Internet than on traditional news sources.

Online News Fits a Busy Lifestyle
• 53% of Americans say they wish they had more time to follow the news.9

• Online consumers say that Internet news sources save them time, provide more in-depth
coverage, are more accessible to them and can be better tailored to suit their individual
needs. 10

Dot-com News Sites Are Growing in Number and Importance
• Conservative estimates of dot-com news sites number in excess of 6,000.
• 21% of newspapers and 25% of magazines allow their online news sites to scoop their print

counterparts.1 1

• More than 1,200 of the 1,500 North American daily newspapers have launched online
services. In fact, 93% of U.S.-based newspapers and magazines have online sites.1 2

• Worldwide, there are more than 4,000 daily, weekly and other newspapers online.
• Newspaper and Cable TV news sites are the most popular news media outlets.13



Online News is Replacing Other News Media
• In 1964, 81% of the U.S. population read a newspaper on a weekly basis. Today, that number

is closer to 55%.14

• Regular viewership of network news fell from 38% in 1998 to 30% in 2000, while local news
viewership fell from 64% to 56% over the same time period.1 5

• MSNBC.com draws five times the daily audience (about 12.5 million unique visitors per
month) of its parent MSNBC cable TV news programming.

• CNN.com generates approximately 2.7 million unique visitors daily, compared to approxi-
mately 500,000 viewers for its evening cable news shows.1 6

• 76% of Internet users say they could get along without TV and newspapers for a month
because the Web would tell them everything they needed to know.1 7

Internet Users Think Online News is Superior to Other News Media

  Internet Television Newspapers
“A news source I trust”   84%   84%   79%
“Most interesting information”   67%   18%   —
“Easiest way to get information”   65%   24%   —
“Most in-depth information”   63%   —   16%
“Most up-to-date information”   57%   29%   —
“Most accurate information”   51%   21%   —
   
Source:  The Public Relations Strategist, Fall 2000. Volume 6 #3, page 26.

Source: The Pew Research Center for The People & The Press, survey of the national news audience,
November 2000.  http://www.people-press.org/media00rpt.htm
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Not long ago, online newsrooms tended to be lumped in with sources such as “Matt Drudge” andNot long ago, online newsrooms tended to be lumped in with sources such as “Matt Drudge” and
suffered from questions of credibility. But online news has come a long way in a few short years.suffered from questions of credibility. But online news has come a long way in a few short years.

Americans View Online News as a Credible Source of Information
• 80% of consumers believe online news is just as reliable as traditional news sources, while

7% believe online news is more reliable.1 8

• Having a familiar name clearly helps. NYTimes.com scores high in credibility (42%) while
only 30% of online users say they can believe all or most of what they read on Yahoo! and
Netscape.19

Online News Users Find News Websites More Credible Than the TV News Outlets
Sponsoring Them

• 54% of online news users give CNN.com a high credibility rating, while only 40% give the
same rating to CNN.

• 44% rate ABCNews.com as highly credible, compared with 29% who feel that way about its
parent company.2 0
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Source: The Pew Research Center for The People & The Press, survey of the national news audience,
Nov. 2000.  http://www.people-press.org/media00rpt.htm
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Environmental and Public Health News

The Internet is a Crucial Source of Environmental News and Information
• 29% of Americans turn to the Internet as a top source of environmental news and informa-

tion (a 10% increase from 1999).
• 64% turn to newspapers as a top source of environmental news and information (up 7%).
• 61% turn to television (up 2%).
• 50% look to environmental groups (up 11%).
• 38% say the same about radio (up 5%).21

Americans Prefer to Go Online for Health and Science News
• 63% of Americans who get news online also use the Internet to get updates on science and

health issues.2 2

• Science and health rank below only the weather and technology news in popularity for
online news.2 3

• ABCNews.com’s science and health sections rack up from 2.5-3 million page views each
month.

• The NYTimes.com’s combined Science & Health sections get more than half a million
visitors each month, generating 3 million page views.

• The LATimes.com garners 175,000 page views per month in the science section and
200,000 in health.

• CNN.com’s science section gets roughly 7 million page views; the health section gets 5
million.

• The Environment & Nature section of Yahoo! News receives more than 1 million page
views per month.

Online Science, Health and Environmental NewsOnline Science, Health and Environmental News



As the number of people who
get their news online increases,
so does the availability of
environment, health, and
science sections on news web
sites.  Many online news
outlets, such as MSNBC.com,
have special environment
sections, which are updated
daily. These special sections
offer more in-depth coverage
and interactive information
than traditional outlets can
provide.

Even sites such as
Washingtonpost.com,
CNN.com, or LAtimes.com —
which do not have special
environment or nature sections
— still offer specialized sci-
ence & health sections which
feature  environmental stories.

Websites have the unique
ability to meld audio, video,

and still pictures into reporting.
This makes the news stories
more interesting and allows the
site to post the stories longer,
which means they gain even
more exposure. MSNBC.com
prizes its ability to combine
video, audio, photos, quick
statistics, interactive features,
and more:
http://www.msnbc.com/news/
YOURENVIRONMENTH_Front.asp

Unlike print publications that
are usually thrown away, or
television stories that run only
once, these stories live on for a
long time, and can be easily
accessed through online
searches. For example,
NYTimes.com allows free
access to its last month of
coverage.

Other online news outlets go
back even further without

charging a fee. A quick search
for climate change stories turned
up more than 30  items on
NYTimes.com.  Check out the
site’s environment-news pages:
http://www.NYTimes.com/
pages/science/earth/index.html

Online news sites also offer links
to more background information;
websites where readers can take
action; and related stories. Such
links offer environmental groups
yet another opportunity for
exposure.

Check out the “cold science”
(arctic) section of
USAToday.com for links, pho-
tos, related stories, and more:
http://www.USAToday.com/
weather/antarc/acoldsci.htm

Or, pick any story in the
ABCnews.com Sci-Tech section,
which includes environmental
stories: http://abcnews.go.com/
sections/scitech/

The Internet and Online News Provide Critical
Outlets for Environmental Stories
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Top Sources For Environmental News and Information Source: Roper-Starch Worldwide’s
Green Gauge Study, 2000.

http://www.msnbc.com/news/YOURENVIRONMENTH_Front.asp
http://www.NYTimes.com/pages/science/earth/index.html
http://www.USAToday.com/weather/antarc/acoldsci.htm
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The proliferation of online
news sites has helped fuel a
surge in specialized environ-
mental news sites. Greenwire,
Grist magazine, Environmental
News Service and Environ-
ment News Network are all
examples.

During the late 1990’s
websites specializing in envi-
ronmental news began taking
on greater importance and
gaining in popularity, a trend
that continues today.  Easily
accessible  technology, along
with affordable online publish-
ing tools, now makes it pos-
sible for small news organiza-
tions to have a big impact.

“We cover stories that
wouldn’t have gotten out
before,” says Sunny Lewis,
editor of Environment News
Service (http://www.ens-
news.com). “We are also
picked up all over the world
by other news websites such
as Lycos, MSNBC.com and
others.”

This work raises the bar for
other outlets, on or off the
Internet.  “Doing this online
first raises awareness and
attention paid to environmen-
tal issues [in the news].
We’ve been doing this since
1990, and we are finally

seeing this get into other forms of
media. It gets picked up all over
and we’re making other media
pay attention,” says Lewis.

Visitors to sites such as Environ-
mental News Network (ENN)
include government officials and
policy makers, journalists,
academics and concerned citi-
zens. These are key markets for
environmentalists.  Moreover,
email updates from sights such as
Grist magazine and ENN go to
hundreds of thousands of readers,
and this circulation continues to
grow.

• Tidepool.org sends its email update to roughly 2,000 daily and weekly subscribers.
• It estimates page views at 65,000 to 75,000 per month.
• Its readers are loyal: Most check in every day or at least 3 times a week.
• 20% of Tidepool.org subscribers are journalists in the Pacific Northwest, 23% are

private sector consultants, 20% work for non-profits or government, and the rest are
educators or students.
       See it at:  http://www.tidepool.org

Example: Tidepool.org
A Pacific Northwest-Specific Environmental News Source

The News Entrepreneurs

http://www.ens-news.com
http://www.tidepool.org


of environmental and public
health issues.

A growing number of  outlets
provide separate online entities
and sections that cater to the
needs of complex news cover-
age. Recent financial troubles
of online news publishers
should not stop organizations
from taking advantage of this
important medium.

These sites are hungry for
content as more and more
people turn to the Internet for
news.  Internet news cycles are
shorter than those for print and
other forms of media, which
means Internet news sites are

better able to satisfy consumers’
appetites for the most up-to-date
information available.  “Keep us
on all your lists. We want any
breaking news that has to do with
the environment and public
health,” says Sunny Lewis, editor
of Environment News Service
(ENS).

Environmental groups should
pay close attention to both
established and new, entrepre-
neurial news websites when
developing media outreach plans.

Above all, no organization
should attempt an environmen-
tal media strategy without a
comprehensive Internet com-
ponent.

What the Online Boom Means for
Environmental News and Information

Environmental News Network: http://www.enn.com
Environment News Service: http://www.ens-news.com
Grist magazine: http://www.gristmagazine.org
Tidepool:  http://www.tidepool.org
Environmental Media Services: http://www.ems.org
Earth Times: http://www.earthtimes.org
Earth & Sky Radio: http://www.earthsky.com
Greenwire:  http://www.greenwire.com (subscription only)

A Few Online News Sites Specializing in
Environmental News

The explosion in online news
offers exciting opportunities for
expanded and improved coverage

http://www.enn.com
http://www.ens-news.com
http://www.gristmagazine.org
http://www.tidepool.org
http://www.ems.org
http://www.earthtimes.org
http://www.earthsky.com
http://www.greenwire.com


The online versions of news-
papers, magazines, and broad-
cast outlets cover original
news content in addition to
what appears in their print
counterparts. There are now
more than 6,000 online news
sites worldwide. Most online
newsrooms of traditional
outlets have separate staff

Getting to the Online Journalist

tailor information for this
group?
According to Larry Magid,
columnist for the Los Angeles
Times Syndicate, “I want one-
stop shopping for news re-
leases, photos and any impor-
tant content that allows me to
tell a better story.”  Many dot-
com journalists need multime-
dia content to weave together a
more complete story for their
online audiences.2 4

Online stories can provide more
in-depth coverage, offer interac-
tive features, and cross medi-
ums.  Video and still photos can
help the journalist tell a more
compelling story. This new
breed of journalist is operating
in a brand new world of story
telling.

writers who cover their own
stories.
Online newsrooms are impor-
tant, but how does the media
team get to the online journal-
ist? What do online reporters
need that is different from
what other journalists need?
How can environmentalists

What Do Dot-com News Reporters Need to
Tell a Complete, Compelling Story?

Online Journalists Want:

• One-stop shopping for
video, audio, photos,
and background

• Real-time, accurate
information

• Email information

• Condensed, prioritized
information

• Information to go to the
right journalist

For those used to dealing with
more traditional forms of
media, Rich Jaroslavski,
president of Online News
Association and managing
editor of WSJ.com, offers a
few suggestions: 2 5

Tailor the Pitch
“The emphasis for online
journalists is on real-time
information and accuracy
because of the speed of dis-
semination,” says Jaroslavsky.
When pitching an online
journalist, remember that a
story may have to be tailored
because net readers may have
different interests than print
ones.

Use Email
Jaroslavsky suggests using
email, as it is the most effective

way to deal with online media.
But don’t overdo it. “Email is
great and e-mail is terrible. It
makes it too easy to contact
journalists and they can get
overloaded,” he says.

Don’t Be a “Bozo”
Don’t waste a journalist’s time
with too much information,
repeated information, or blast
emails. Many journalists are now
using “bozo” filters that auto-
matically throw away certain
types of emails such as press
releases or information from
certain people. “Don’t treat email
like spaghetti – don’t throw forty
at the wall to see which ones
stick,” Jaroslavski cautions.

Contact the Right Journalist
Jaroslavski recommends that
email be sent directly to the right
person. “Don’t send me an email
asking me to forward it to the



right person. Most likely, I’ll
delete it.”
Expect and Offer Quality
On questions of fairness,
accuracy and access to online
reporters, Jaroslavski empha-
sizes that media professionals
should use the same standards
that apply to print or broad-
cast media. Public relations
professionals should offer
quality story ideas and infor-
mation to the online version
of a print or broadcast outlet.
In the same way, online
reporters must live up to the
same news and reporting
expectations of other media.

Be Creative
Many online outlets have
broadcast (TV, radio) or print
(magazine, newspaper)

Green Media Toolshed: An online portal designed to serve environmental communications
staff. Provides a cooperatively run database of media-related tools such as a comprehensive
media database, an image gallery, forums to post and answer questions, a polling and
opinion research archive and a calendar to track the events in the community. Offers one-
stop-shopping for media outreach needs.  http://www.greenmediatoolshed.org

• Reporters’ names are often published on the site or at the bottom of their stories.
• Sometimes the by-lines themselves are hotlinks to an email form.
• Some outlets list email addresses with each section – or at least with commentary/editorial

material.
• Call the outlet or send a general inquiry email.
• Organizations such as the Green Media Toolshed offer options and services to research and

send email to reporters (www.greenmediatoolshed.org).
• E-wire, a service of Environment News Service and Lycos, will distribute your information

to 1,500 subscriber-journalists via email (http://www.ens-news.com/e-wire/).

affiliations. Keep in mind the
possible components of stories
that go beyond what tradi-
tional media can cover but
might be well suited to online
outlets. Think big and cre-
atively, and reporters will be
more receptive.

Read the News
Keep up with both off- and
online news. The nature of
online news makes it OK to
feed off what’s already been
covered. Any breaking story
can be updated, added to, or
improved. Many online news
sites want to learn more about
the latest/hottest issues. Can
an environmental scientist or
legal expert provide a credible
opinion regarding the current
news? Are there some added

sources worth passing along to
the reporter?
Follow Up Immediately
Remember, the immediacy of
online news requires follow-up
within an hour of the pitch. Make
sure that a spokesperson is on
hand during follow-up. Someone
should always be available if a
reporter needs a quote or an
interview.

The Bottom Line
“Get comfortable with online
news as a medium. Online media
has penetrated the human con-
sciousness faster than any other
medium in the history of commu-
nications. Any media profes-
sional that doesn’t get comfort-
able with it will wind up as road
kill,” Jaroslavski says.2 6

Tips on How to Find the Right Journalist

http://www.greenmediatoolshed.org
http://www.ens-news.com/e-wire/


Tailor information to the
recipients’ needs.  Follow their
stories and their outlets, make
it relevant to them and to their
readers. Personalized emails
are best and not that labor-
intensive.

Never list a group of recipients
in the “To:” line. This requires
more scrolling, and no one
wants to see all the other
reporters who are receiving the
message. Try to limit “blast
emails” or spams that allow a
reporter to see that the message
also went to the competition.

Include relevant supporting
documentation. Include docu-
mentation for reports, graphics,
statistics, background sources
and links to the website in the
text if possible. Email is a great
way to send links and support-
ing documents that can’t be
transmitted as easily via fax.

Use a descriptive subject line
but keep it to fewer than four or
five words. The header should
be clear and to the point. Don’t
waste precious words on
phrases such as “press release.”
Feeding off some timely
tobacco legislation news, one
organization used a release
header that read, “Al Gore
Speaks Out on Tobacco.” A

Email Pitch Tips

reporter said this was one of the
better headers he’d seen.

Keep messages short. The first
paragraph should capture the
basics: who, what, where, why,
when and how much, if appli-
cable. Most reporters spend less
than five seconds on each of
hundreds of daily e-mails they
receive.

Don’t attach anything to email
messages without the
recipient’s permission. Down-
loading attachments is time-
consuming and risky because of
potential viruses. Most report-
ers will automatically delete
attachments unless they are
expecting them. Instead, in-
clude a link to information that
can’t be included in the text.

Debone the message.  When
forwarding a message, remem-
ber that each recipient should
feel the message is aimed AT
HIM OR HER.  Don’t forward
headers, remove >> marks, and
get rid of other extraneous
information at the top so recipi-
ents don’t have to scroll
through page after page to find
the message. Make sure the

most important information is at
the top.

Know who wants html and who
wants text. If a message has html
in it and a reporter’s email cannot
read it, it may appear as
gobbledy-gook, which is worse
than sending nothing at all. In
most cases, play it safe and send
the simple text version with a link
to the fancier one, which is,
presumably, a page on the
website.

Reply promptly and fully to
messages that warrant a reply, but
don’t just send “thanks.”

Remember this is formal commu-
nication. Use appropriate capitali-
zation, spelling and punctuation.
Avoid excessive use of abbrevia-
tions. Write in complete sen-
tences and always sign messages.

Sources: “Pitching on the Net,” by
Vocus Public Relations, http://
www.vocus.com and  “How to pitch
online news editors,” Ragan’s Media
Relations Report, (2000-05-15).

http://www.vocus.com


According to Cindy Samuels,
Senior VP for Internet Strate-
gies at Fenton Communica-
tions, several outlets list report-
ers who cover specific issues
for them, including the online
versions of print and broadcast
outlets.

“Science, medical, health, and
environmental topics are not
likely to fall into the hands of
general assignment reporters. In
most cases, the issues are just
too complicated,” she says.

The “Beat” Reporter

Samuels also recommends doing
your homework. “Pay attention
to bylines of stories touching on
environmental or public health
issues.  It becomes second nature
to notice and gives media profes-
sionals a sense of who to ap-
proach,” she says.

Environmental stories are often found in the politics, national, international and other news sections
of online news sites. However, several others have special environment-specific sections, or work to
incorporate environmental stories in the science or health sections.

NYTimes.com’s Science section offers a variety of environmental stories and environmental subsec-
tions: http://www.NYTimes.com/pages/science/index.html

Washingtonpost.com’s Science and Health sections run a variety of environmental stories:
http://Washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/nation/science/

Yahoo!’s Environment & Nature news section highlights news gathered from the wires, papers,
broadcast outlets and more:  http://dailynews.yahoo.com/fc/Science/
Environment_and_Nature_News/

A Few Online Publications
With Environment Reporters

BBC news: http://www.bbc.com
MSNBC: http://www.msnbc.com
Financial Times: http://www.ft.com
Environmental News
Network: http://www.enn.com

Where to Get Environmental News Online

http://www.NYTimes.com/pages/science/index.html
http://Washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/nation/science/
http://dailynews.yahoo.com/fc/Science/Environment_and_Nature_News/
http://www.bbc.com
http://www.msnbc.com
http://www.ft.com
http://www.enn.com


Multimedia is Key
Francesca Lyman, Your Envi-
ronment columnist for
MSNBC.com, says that online
news must grab people and
pique their curiosity.  “Look at
Salon.com or Environment
News Service, they offer radio
show links, video and more.”

She says that MSNBC.com and
others like CNN.com are really
going into this multi-platform
world – audio, video, links, or
other types of interactivity.

“This is completely changing
journalism.  News directors now
need content partnerships with
an assortment of media on and
off-line.”

Give Them Video, Audio
and Photos
Lyman is also interested in
using outside sources for multi-
media, as long as they’re reli-
able. “I’m really looking for
opportunities and stories where
I can employ these elements,”
she says.

“ I’ve used video from Conser-
vation International, and I don’t
see why we wouldn’t use more.
It would be great to get that
from others.”

Sunny Lewis, Editor-in-Chief of
Environment News Service
(ENS) also likes to get images.
“Normally, I use images in the

Advice From Online Environmental Journalists

public domain or images that I
have permission to use. I like
images from organizations
offering information,” she says.

Keep it Short
According to Lyman, dot-com
environmental reporting is not
that different from other media,
with one exception – brevity.

“We have to keep it under 1,000
words. It needs to be short and
pithy.  People don’t have a lot
of patience to scroll down a
story.  That makes investigative
reporting difficult, so we do a
lot of articles in a series,”
Lyman says. One example is a
series she did on pesticides,
dividing the story between
problems, solutions and applica-
tions.

Lewis emphasizes the need for
brevity in your pitch as well.
“Keep it short and sweet. Put
the most important aspects in
the subject line. Tell me why I
should cover the story.” She
highlighted a recent email pitch,
“Mad Sheep Seized in Ver-
mont” as a great example.

Pitch Breaking Stories
Most environmental dot-com
reporters agree: they need to
hear about a story as it is hap-
pening. “We give first priority
to breaking news, news affect-
ing a lot of people, involving a
lot of money, or a big court

decision. The standards for break-
ing news in this area are the same
as for any other beat,” says Lewis.

Lyman also emphasizes timeli-
ness. “If I were writing for a
magazine, we could do evergreen
stories.  But the peg is even more
important for online news, be-
cause of its 24-hour news cycle,”
she says.

Get Information to Online
Reporters Early, If Possible
“If we can get the information in
advance, we can take more time,
prepare things and then roll with
the story when the news peg hits,”
says Lyman.

For example, she’s been working
on a BGH-in-milk story for a
while, getting together the video,
research, photos, and quotes.  The
recent announcement of a
Starbucks boycott over organic
milk gave her a natural news hook
to run the story.

Be Available
Lyman’s biggest pet peeve?
“When people just aren’t around,”
she says. “They ask for your
attention and then don’t make
themselves available.  What is the
point of your organization if you
are going to be unreachable when
the news happens?”

Lyman says that she can tell the
difference between a group that
really cares about an issue and one



that doesn’t  by how much the
bureaucracy begins to take
over.  “I’ll just find another
source to get the quote when I
need it,” she says.

Reach Reporters and Editors
Via Email
“Email me with interesting
sources or leads,” says Lyman.
But, she also appreciates when
someone is thinking like a
reporter and takes the time to
meet or talk with her.

“It would even be nice to get a
letter of introduction to find out
what I’m interested in first.”

Sunny Lewis takes it one step
further. She only wants email.
“I hate getting things in hard
copy. I’ll even call and ask not
to have copies sent to me.
Faxes are okay, but I don’t like
them,” says Lewis.

Lewis also emphasizes that
emails make it possible to cut
and paste information, a time-
saving device not possible with
hard copies.

Be Courteous
What’s Lewis’ biggest pet
peeve? “Calling back over and
over.  Just submit the informa-
tion once. I get hundreds of
emails a day but I see them all.
You’re not going to get me to
do your story by calling me
numerous times,” she says.

Reporters Need Information!
“I would like to be on people’s
lists to get stuff,” says Lyman.
“Don’t inundate me, but it’s
nice to get information from
environmental groups.”

Where to Go for Information and Updates on Pitching Online Journalists, and
What’s Happening in the Worlds of Online Public Relations & Journalism:

Online Journalism Review: http://www.onlinejournalism.com
Newsletter, commentary and resource site to fulfill any online news or journalism need.  Based
out of the University of Southern California’s Annenberg School of Communications.

Online News Association: http://www.onlinenewsassociation.org/
Founded in 1999 by several working members of the online press. It is open to journalists from
around the world who produce news on the Internet and other digital platforms. They offer a
national conference and other events, resource lists and links.

Interactive Public Relations: http://www2.ragan.com/html/main.isx?sub=28
Newsletter from Ragan Communications offering help for PR professionals doing online or
interactive campaigns. The site also offers some free information and archived articles to peruse.

See “Your Environment”
columns at: http://
www.msnbc.com/news/
YOURENVIRONMENTH_Front.asp

See Environment New Service
stories at: http://ens-news.com

http://www.onlinejournalism.com
http://www.onlinenewsassociation.org/
http://www2.ragan.com/html/main.isx?sub=28
http://www.msnbc.com/news/YOURENVIRONMENTH_Front.asp
http://ens-news.com


Find out first-hand what the online journalist needs.

•   Take digital voice recorders
along for interviews.  Though
many reporters use mini-
cassette recorders, mini-disc
players deliver far better
audio quality.

• Consider video. While some
investigations would be
impossible with bright lights
shining on the subject, some
subjects may be willing to
speak on camera.  And a
multimedia presentation that
includes footage of the
subject looking readers in the
eye is certainly more striking
than text alone.

• Reporters need to take an
interest in the Web pre-
sentation.  Because
reporters know the subject
best, they may have
invaluable ideas about
how to present the story.

• Coordination is also
crucial in considering
when to release a news
story.  Coming to the web
department late on Friday
with a potential prize-
winning story doesn’t do
anyone any good. Creat-
ing a web package takes
time.  Any web editor will

confirm that the basic
elements must be in place
before your project is ready
to go out the door. They
include: navigation, design,
multimedia editing, and
budgeting the time for
putting the package to-
gether.

• Get original documents.
Scans of original docu-
ments add enormous
weight to a story.

Source: National conference of Investigative Reporters and Editors, 2000. More: http://www.ire.org

Jason Fields, Senior Producer at Associated Press, gives investigative journalists tips
on how to put their stories online:

http://www.ire.org


Internet-assisted reporting is
becoming more popular in
pressrooms around the country.

According to a recent survey,
92 % of daily newspaper report-
ers use the web for
newsgathering -- 48 % of them
on a daily basis.2 7

A vast majority of reporters
wants to receive information via
email, and a growing number
wants streaming media/audio
and online press kits. As one
Chicago-based radio reporter

Getting Started: Building an Online Presence

Another practice growing in
popularity among reporters and
public relations practitioners is
the online press kit. These are
particularly important for the
environmental movement.

The cost savings, instant updat-
ing, accessibility, and low-
resource use make the online
pressroom and press kit key.

Read on for tips and examples of
what to do and what not to do.

Journalists Are Spending More and More Time Online

• The most popular reason for online research is to add depth and
breadth to an article, according to a recent survey of magazine and
newspaper editors.

• Internet use for finding images almost doubled from 1998 to 1999 (to
52%).

• 50% of editor-respondents say they use the Internet to develop story
ideas, and that responding to readers via email is a part of their job.

• More than 50% occasionally participate in dialogues with readers via
e-mail. 2 8

put it, “I prefer to get audio off
the web. That way it’s instant,
no waiting.”

Today, reporters want one-stop
shopping for news releases,
photos, and background infor-
mation.

Organizations are increasingly
moving away from the bulky
printed press package toward
an online depot where every-
thing a journalist might need is
available with a few keystrokes.



A well-stocked online pressroom can provide reporters with a wealth of information. Since these
pressrooms are open 24 hours a day, reporters on deadline love them.

An online pressroom should be more than a press-release graveyard. There are several characteristics
that go into building a successful online media center, such as easily accessible contact information,
photographs and other important organization information. 2 9

Here’s how to build an online pressroom that is useful for reporters but manageable on a small
budget.

Online Pressrooms Must Be Reporter-Friendly

Work Backwards:  Design the
website around the way that
reporters will use it.  For ex-
ample, it should not necessarily
be divided by an organization’s
internal programs.

Think about which topics are
important to reporters, how they
are searching for information,
and then design the site accord-
ingly.

Talk to Reporters: It’s impor-
tant to identify the features that
journalists want in an online
pressroom. Call a few friendly
or familiar reporters and ask
about their preferences.

Contact Info: Contact informa-
tion for a real, live media
relations officer is one of the
most important parts of a good
news site. This includes phone,
fax, email and address informa-
tion.

Press Releases:  Get releases
online ASAP.  Many organiza-

tions wait until the end of the
day, when it’s too late for many
reporters to use the informa-
tion.

Materials: In addition to press
releases, make white papers,
organization history and loca-
tion information, issue fact
sheets, executive bios, and
similar information available
through the pressroom.

Post Fresh News on the Site:
Headline news is typically the
No. 1 reason journalists and
others visit the site.

Most online pressroom traffic
is low in the early morning,
spiking around 9:30 a.m. So,
post information before 9:30
a.m. EST.3 0

Consider posting headlines
from other news sources in a
pressroom. There are special
services such as Moreover.com
that can provide specialized

environmental and issue-oriented
news headlines, which are updated
every 15 minutes.

Use Push E-mail Technology:
Give visitors the option of regis-
tering for news updates. While
reporters and others most likely
won’t visit a site every day, they
will check their e-mail at least that
often.

Images: Downloadable images
can also be a big bonus to report-
ers.

Make sure file formats alternate –
use a low-resolution picture on the
web page, with links to high
resolution in various formats, such
as JPEG, TIFF and PSD. This can
save users a lot of time.

A good source for quality images
within the environmental commu-
nity is the Green Media Toolshed
at http://
www.greenmediatoolshed.org.

http://


Search Engine: When a jour-
nalist is seeking a particular
piece of news or information
that is not in the headline of the
latest release, he or she will
appreciate a good search en-
gine. Keep the search engine in
a prominent place at all times.

Navigation: Websites (espe-
cially pressroom sections)
should load quickly and have
clean, navigable designs. Don’t
use flash animation.

Remember, journalists may be
using dial-up modems, so make
sure that the site is useful for all
modem speeds and Internet
connections.

Try reviewing the last six
months’ worth of information
requests, and using them as a
guide for creating the press-

room. Make sure the news area
is accessible from the home
page and that links to the press
center appear on every page of
the site in the navigation bar. If
it’s hard to find, reporters
won’t go there.3 1

Add Content Every Day: In
addition to regular updates of
existing information, add new
content every day.

“I always check to see when a
site was last updated,” says
Carolyn Billheimer of the San
José Mercury News. “I was on
a site in September,” she
recalls, “and the pressroom
hadn’t been updated since
June. So I called, and, sure
enough, they had gone out of
business.”3 2

Accuracy is Crucial: Nothing
drains the credibility of an online
pressroom faster than inaccurate
information – including outdated
links, which suggest that informa-
tion is also outdated. Here are four
ways to ensure accuracy:

• Hire a proofreader to
review existing pages.

• Mandate a minimum two-
person sign-off before new
material gets posted.

• Check all important links
daily.

• Designate pressroom
accuracy as a formal job
responsibility that’s
factored into annual
performance reviews.



Environmental Media
Services’  website, http://
www.ems.org, is a bit different
from most online pressrooms
and unlike websites belonging
to other organizations.  This is
a site designed exclusively with
reporters in mind.

The homepage contains a
Yahoo!-type search device
where reporters can easily visit
bulleted fact sheets; expert
sources; background on specific
environmental topics, from
mercury in fish to globaliza-
tion; and suggestions on where
to go for more information.

“We designed the site with the
user in mind, rather than orga-
nizing it around our own
internal categories,” said Jan
Vertefeuille, a former reporter
with The Roanoke Times and
EMS.org co-designer.

“We considered how reporters
do research and that when a
reporter’s on deadline, they
want basic information logi-
cally organized and in a format
that’s easy to sift through. But
when they’re working on an in-
depth project or just need a
story idea, then the information
needs to be organized differ-
ently.”

The homepage contains news
and event information from

Sample Online Pressrooms    All the News That’s Fit to Print

A few online pressrooms that make the most out of their available staffing, funding and technology:

EMS and the environmental
community, as well as facts and
sources on breaking news to
help reporters with next-day
story ideas.

The site has even been ex-
panded to include a resources
page for journalists with links
to pressrooms for other environ-
mental and public health
groups; journalist organizations,
such as the Society of Environ-
mental Journalists; and environ-
mental news headlines from
ENN and Moreover.com.

The site is updated continu-
ously with news and event
information.

See it at: http://www.ems.org

The Union of Concerned
Scientists (UCS) re-did its
newsroom in 1999. It is imme-
diately accessible off the
homepage and labeled with a
“news” button.

“The news release archive is
linked directly from the
homepage, which is really
helpful for reporters. Also,
having the media experts as
contacts on each page seems to
be really important to report-
ers,” says Paul Fain, press
secretary for UCS.

The right-hand side of the press-
room lists contact information for
UCS’ media relations team, a
feature that continues throughout
the newsroom site.

This easily navigated site offers
press releases, expert sources,
position papers, opinion pieces
and speeches, and a list of recent
mainstream reporters and what
they cover, as well as information
about the news organization itself.

Working closely with web design-
ers is crucial to making sure a site
is properly organized, emphasizes
Fain.

His advice? “Every reporter wants
to see your releases as soon as
possible and as prominently as
possible. Updating is key.”

He also cautions against using
documents that are difficult to
download.  “Many times, our
releases are linked directly to
reports, which is great for report-
ers. But steer clear of Pdfs, which
reporters sometimes have trouble
downloading.”

See it at: http://www.ucsusa.org/
news/index.html

http://www.ems.org
http://www.ems.org
http://www.ucsusa.org/news/index.html


The Natural Resources
Defense Council’s (NRDC)
press center is a good example
of a site that highlights the
issues first, then offers back-
ground and expert sources for
more information.

The NRDC media center is
quick-loading and immediately
provides the user with an expert
finder (by name or topic or
interest), press officer contacts,
email information, and current
press releases.

The same topics (clean air &
energy, wildlife & fish, etc.)
found on the homepage are also
available throughout the media
center, allowing reporters to
quickly access topical informa-
tion and fact sheets.

There is also a press release
archive and the search button is
always available.

See it at: http://www.nrdc.org/
media

The American Public Health
Association (APHA) has a
basic, easy-to-navigate press-
room with key contacts and
fact sheets on everything from
handguns to ergonomics.

It is also a pressroom in transi-
tion. Karin Wallestad, director
of media relations at APHA,
says that they identified several
spots that were confusing or
where it took too long to find
the right information.

They are in the process of
improving the site for journal-
ists and other users.

“We are cutting down on the
tier system. There are just too
many clicks to get to the
information reporters need. For
example, we are going to add
more text to the media

homepage so reporters know
exactly the kind of information
they can find there,” Wallestad
says.

They are also adding a button to
automatically include a reporter
on their press release list, and will
carefully consider how the addi-
tion of new material affects the
feel and organization of the site.
Finally, Wallestad emphasizes
that she will work closely with
other program areas. “Since a lot
of the press links go to parts of the
site that I don’t control, we will
coordinate closely to make sure
those sections are also constantly
updated.”

See it in transition at: http://
www.apha.org/news/

http://www.nrdc.org/media
http://www.apha.org/news/


Online press kits offer several advantages over printed versions. While they are not cheap, they are
certainly less expensive and less resource-intensive than producing and sending hundreds or even
thousands of press kits to targeted journalists. The issue of timeliness is also a factor.

Printed kits can become outdated quickly, especially when associated with a fast-moving issue, and
updating them can be time-consuming and costly. Online press kits, on the other hand, can be up-
dated at any time with ease. One note of caution: Some older journalists prefer paper, while others
resent the effort involved in going to a web site and sorting through electronic data to find what they
want.3 3

Building an Online Press Kit

Don’t be “vain”: Don’t fall into
the trap of designing online kits
packed with the latest online
technologies and too many
slow-loading graphics.

Online kits should follow the
same basic rules as printed ones
– include news releases, fact
sheets, contacts and relevant
photos.

Journalists should be able to
find things quickly and easily,
and they may not be interested
in an elaborate online vehicle.

Media experts should take the
lead in developing the online
kit (not the website designer) as
they’re using it to build rela-
tionships with journalists.3 4

You gotta have art: Another
advantage of online press kits is
the ability to provide easy access
to art, including video, audio and
still pictures that can be down-
loaded.

Be available:  Some sites make the
mistake of only providing email
contacts, leaving off telephone
numbers of PR contacts. This can
aggravate a reporter on deadline
who needs to speak with someone
immediately.

Don’t give up the paper: There are
times when printed press kits are
far more appropriate than online
ones. For example, online-only
kits can be a source of frustration
for reporters out on the road, while
they are a boon to those working in
an office.3 5

Do’s and Don’ts of the Online Press Kit



Vocus Public Relations
offers a decent online press kit
with bios, photos of execu-
tives, company logos, back-
ground, listings of services,
investor information and
more.

There are several kinds of
kits with brochures for various
audiences, such as investors,
government officials, journal-
ists and others.

One word of caution: Vocus’
online press kits use Pdf files.
Try to stay away from a heavy
emphasis on Pdfs. In general,
they are slow and leave the
user with only one option – to
download and print them.

Pdfs are also difficult to
update with small changes –
eliminating part of the beauty
of the web.  While this media
kit contains everything a press
kit should, try accomplishing
the same thing without the use
of Pdfs.

Vocus also has a decent
pressroom with the most
recent press releases, a search-

Sample Online Press Kits      Where to Go For Info

able archive (by date, keyword
or headline), and the option to
sign up for email news.

The news homepage also has
links to contacts, events,
company background such as
bios and awards, other news
articles and more.

See a few different kits at:
http://onlinepressroom.net/
under “PR Resources.”

The Jane Goodall Insititute
has an online press kit with
background information on the
Institute, bios, fact sheets on
various issues relevant to their
work, and contact information
for their media coordinator.

Unfortunately, this press kit is
also only available in an Adobe
Acrobat or “Pdf” file.

The kit is easily visible from
the homepage: http://
www.janegoodall.org/

BMC Software’s website offers a
great example of both an online
pressroom and an online press kit.
While the topics may be less than
exciting to some, the newsroom
offers press releases, executive
bios, company logos, newsletters,
contacts, analyst reports and other
useful background information
for the press.

BMC’s online press kits offer
targeted releases and background
(just like a regular press kit),
samples of their work, customer
testimonials and relevant execu-
tive bios.  This example, fortu-
nately, is not in Pdf format, but a
more simple and easy-to-navigate
html format.

See it at: http://www.bmc.com/
news_events/presskits.html

Their pressroom can also be
found at: http://www.bmc.com/
news_events/pressroom.html

http://onlinepressroom.net/
http://www.janegoodall.org/
http://www.bmc.com/news_events/presskits.html
http://www.bmc.com/news_events/pressroom.html
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