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How does the media report the issue of ‘climate change’? Does it exaggerate or 
does it under-report? What are the issues that media needs to focus on and what 
should be ignored? Read on to find answers to these questions and many more, 
as Keya Acharya reports on the topic. 
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Over 300 years ago, three families 
from Singanapuri village in Tamil 
Nadu’s Ramanathapuram district, 

migrated in search of livelihoods and 
came upon an intermediary village called 
Manapacheri. The elders of Manapacheri 
told the migrants they would be allowed 
to stay if they maintained their catchment 
watershed some 25 km away, where water, 
coming from the bluish-green Bodhkudi 
hills looming right over the village, was 
caught in the Vellinipatti anicut and from 
there into a series of cascading ponds and 
tanks, supplying water for their agricultural 
fields. The three families settled there and 
over the years, the village came to be 
known as Vellinipatti due to the families’ 
work there. The name, in Tamil, means 
‘prevention of flood’. 

During the British era, in the 1880s, 
an irrigation engineer, impressed with 
their construction of channelling the 
area’s seasonal streams, improved on their 
construction by building solid brick-and-
stone anicut with iron, rounded and long 
bolts, like turnkeys that closed the sluice 

gates below to regulate the water and 
remains in function even today and have 
remained to this day within the original 
three families, who have now branched into 
240 families. Managing those turnkeys was 
a developed skill that remained only within 
the three original families. 

In earlier years, the village would set up 
24-hour monitoring of the water channels 
in the monsoons so that excessive inflow 
could be immediately diverted to other 
tanks and bunds be repaired. But in recent 
years, the villagers have been unable to  
do so. 

In 2009, a wizened old man with 
eyes that revealed honesty and sincerity, 
explained to me: “I have seen even as a 
little boy that we cannot stop floods; but 
now the rains are very heavy over a shorter 
period causing frequent floods. I realize 
something is happening to the climate. 
Earlier we knew the seasons. Now we don’t 
understand why this is happening”, said a 
bewildered Gandhi, descendant of one of 
the three original families and named by his 
parents in honour of Mahatma Gandhi. 

This Gandhi is now the account-keeper 
of the village vyalagam or watershed 
association, set up with help from well-
known NGO, Dhan Foundation.

At the same time and year as Gandhi’s 
stated bewilderment, over a thousand 
kilometres upland in central India in a totally 
different climatic region, this time drought-
prone, a group of men and women, seated 
on a yellow tarpaulin in the school-yard 
discussed the changing climate. The  
village is called Sunderpura, deep in the 
ravine-filled territory of Bundelkhand in 
Madhya Pradesh. 

One of them commented that the rains 
had lessened in the last decade; the others 
agreed almost in unison. “The blooms are 
falling”, said 51-year-old Shanthi Devi, “and 
our production is lessening because of that”. 

The village, as with its surrounding 
ones, grows dryland crops such as mustard, 
pulses, red local wheat, and minor millets 
on the lands rejuvenated with help from 
another NGO, Parmarth. “It is much hotter 
now than before”, said 55-year-old Ramsri, 
“And there are more pests in our crops 

because of this.”  There were discussions 
at their village self-help group (SHG) 
meetings about the pests and the lessening 
production, as much as 50 per cent, said 
someone else. Fifty-year-old Keskali said, 
“neem leaves soaked in buffalo buttermilk, 
strained and sprayed on crops helped to 
stem pests”. 

Similarly, 12 km away, in Laxmanpura, the 
women of the local SHG formed with help 
from another NGO, Parmarth, were more 
articulate about coping with changes in  
the weather. 

“Plant trees”, said Gauri.
“We need to work on soil and water 

conservation methods”, said Keskanthi.
“We need storage and pipes”, said Urmila. 
“We need recharge pits”, said another. 

When asked why they thought the rains 
were disappearing, one man said there was 
no water retention because all the trees 
had been cut.  “Without a roka [a structure 
to stem the water during the rains], there is 
nothing”, he added realistically.  

Climate Change: 
A Missing Subject
Yet, there has been practically no link 
between climate change and Indian field 
realities in media coverage in 2009 — the 
year of these two village incidents. And this 
link between climate change and Indian 
realities remains absent even today, five 
years later.  

Indeed, climate change as a subject for 
the media has been missing for a long time. 
A reading of domestic print news items 
in English language on climate change 
collated in the India Environment Portal run 
by the Centre for Science and Environment, 
New Delhi, show most of the items in the 
early 1990s to be sourced from international 
reports or documents, such as, for example, 
an explanation of the second assessment 
report of the IPCC titled Climate Change 
1995: the Science of Climate Change by J T 
Houghton et al. 

By the late 1990s, Indian media reports 
on climate change bordered on the 
frivolous, with reports such as, ‘Global 
Warming Could Lead to More Boys’ in 
published in The Asian Age or the state of 
penguins in the London Zoo!
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Climate change as a 
subject for the media 
has been missing for 
a long time

There were small exceptions though, 
dealing mainly with reporting studies and 
recommendations such as TERI suggesting 
the replacement of conventional 
pulverized coal technology for integrated 
coal gasification, or of the threat from 
global warming to the Western Ghats, or 
importantly, worry about the receding 
of Himalayan glaciers. Another notable 
exception is of Down To Earth magazine, 
which began consistently reporting on 
climate change from 1993 or so as well as 
other smaller exceptions being the  
Business Standard and Business Line 
bringing in a national and Third World link  
in global warming. 
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The Media’s Stepping 
Stones: Still Missing 
the Steps?
Reportage became more visible after the 
IPCC won the Nobel peace prize in 2007 
and Dr R K Pachauri, as head of the IPCC, 
became known as the face of the IPCC. 
But even then, though Indian journalism 
found its connection to climate change, 
reporting as late as 2009 was predominantly 
on emission cuts, or the lack of them, by 
various countries vis-a-vis India’s position 
in the ‘cuts scenario’, mostly during 
international discussions on the subject.  
A 2009 survey by the Centre for Media 
Studies (CMS)-Delhi, on TV coverage of 
climate change from four major channels in 
the immediate months preceding, during 
and after COP-15 at Copenhagen, showed 
a peaking of prime time stories during the 
main week of COP-15 — 142 stories at 
prime time from the four channels — which 
dropped steeply to just 16 stories right after 
the summit. 

Significantly, there is practically next 
to no reporting on Indian science looking 
at climate change in spite of 20 Indian 
scientists being involved in the IPCC’s 
reports, including three lead authors, 
J Srinivas, N H Ravindranath, and R Sukumar 
— all three from the premier Indian Institute 
of Science (IISc). At the IISc’s centenary 
celebrations in December 2008, seminars 

revealed that Indian science was still at 
discussion-and-debate stage of what 
constituted climate science for India. There 
was even one senior faculty member who 
told the press, in anonymity, that no one 
wanted to take research seriously because 
no one was sure whether it was worthwhile! 

Former Head of Ecological Sciences, IISc, 
and reputed scientist Madhav Gadgil went 
on record to say the institute had a ‘serious 
weakness’ in its climate-related research. 
India’s national action plan on climate 
change itself did not get ready till end 2008, 
almost one year behind its announcement. 

None of this found, however, any 
presence in any reporting in the mainstream 
press. Any appeal to pay heed to national 
research on climate change, to gear up for 
weather changes and the like came from 
the IPCC in the press. Indeed, as late as 2010, 
you had climate change commentators and 
experts saying that Indian reporting was 
‘derivative’, based on international reporting.

‘Towing the government line’ is a 
criticism that has gone stronger at coffee 
tables in climate change media conferences 
in recent years. In 2010, Darryl D’Monte 
reported on the ‘unedifying sight’ of the 
Indian media at Copenhagen, like a ‘pack’ 
running after Jairam Ramesh, the then 
Minister for Environment, for a quote at the 
COP negotiations. When you don’t know 
enough and need to file copy in a few 
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hours, your Minister’s quotes will suffice!
One fairly serious fall-out of this lack of 

background knowledge on the subject has 
been the inability of the Indian media to 
discern and distinguish between a genuine 
climate change issue and one with the 
smackings of vested interest lobbies behind 
it. In recent years, that ‘2 ˚C mentality’, where 
news on climate change centred only on 
the Indian government’s position vis-a-vis 
the divisions in the emission-cuts scenario 
in international negotiations continues to 
dominate whatever reportage appears on 
climate change.

Rich History, Poor 
Aftermath
In spite of the sea changes in media 
ownership and editorial content in recent 
years, Indian journalism continues to be 
generally feisty and free, with a heritage of 
investigative reporting on social, personal 
and civil liberties that have come down 
right from the 1780s. Pre-Independence 
journalism advocated freedom which in 
turn seeped in right till the 1980s with 
‘breaking stories’ that led to huge changes, 
for instance, in limiting the time-period of 
under-trials in jails. 

Why then, has journalism on climate 
change been both weak and uninformed? 
A one-year study of content on climate 
change in four major English dailies and two 
major English news channels along with 
interviews, by Arul Aram, of 25 journalists 
covering climate change, published in  
Current Science, highlights ignorance of 
the technicalities involved in the subject 
coupled with no training and the failure to 
link ground realities to policies. Journalists 
also felt the topic was too abstract and 
not connected to daily reality as well as 
scientists not putting their climate change 
literature in jargon-free language. 

Let’s be clear about an underlying fact: 
writing about climate change has always 
been a challenge. Finding the precise 
scientific support for a local instance is 
difficult, as much as the understanding of 
science, investigation, and skill needed for 
the journalism involved in the craft. As  
N Sundararaman, a Geneva-based expert on 
atmospheric sciences who was associated 

with the IPCC from inception as General 
Secretary, explains in a discussion interview 
in Himal South Asia, “There is inherent 
difficulty in calculating temperature 
change on smaller scales, and that difficulty 
increases as one gets to smaller and smaller 
scales.” So, one could argue, with some small 
basis, that scientific uncertainty could have 
contributed in some measure to the lack of 
reporting on the matter.

That Environmental 
Link
However, that being said, journalists have 
unfortunately failed to make the connection 
between climate change and its prima facie 
link to the environment, to water, weather 
changes, rainfall patterns, and their relation 
to soil health, agriculture, human health, 
livelihoods, economic health, and related 
fields as one of the prime means of media 
dissemination on climate change. 

This is because environmental resources 
such as water, good air, good soil, and the 
use of environmental resources such as 
fossil fuels for energy and such like is at the 
heart of almost every activity related to 
and intrinsically linked with climate change 
stories, especially in India.

Climate change’s link to environmental 
resources is by now well-documented 
enough not to need specific citing. But, as 
additional proof of it, take climate expert 
N Sundararaman’s response to Jayanto 
Bandhopadhay’s query in the Himal South 
Asia  on whether the focus on climate 
change took away from old environmental 
problems of deforestation, soil erosion, 
local pollution etc.: “On the contrary, the 
current global warming…is an additional 
stress — in some cases, the major stress 
— exacerbating these problems. The 
traditional environmental problems and 
global warming [deforestation, soil erosion, 
local pollution, etc.] are not either–or 
choices. They are ‘and & and’ issues.”

That Primary  
Stepping Stone
Yet, environmental reporting itself, the 
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so poor that it is hardly surprising that 
climate change has suffered an inherent 
neglect. In a 2010 publication titled ‘The 
Green Pen: Environmental Journalism in 
India and South Asia’, an anthology of 
essays on environmental journalism from 
South Asia, prominent environmental 
journalists have highlighted that writing on 
the environment has been an arduous and 
a difficult ‘beat’ to cover, mainly because 
of poor understanding of the subject by 
editors, senior journalists in positions of 
responsibility, and thereby of its reporters 
as well. And, almost as vindication of the 
journalists’ angst in The Green Pen, the 
Centre for Media Studies (CMS-Delhi) 
published, in June 2014, a damning analysis 
of environmental coverage from 2009–13 in 
six major TV channels during their prime-
time slot of 7–11 pm. The analysis showed 
less than 1 per cent of the total time was 
devoted to environment and wildlife during 
this period, while entertainment, sports, 
politics, and crime increased in coverage. 
The most serious decline in the survey has 
been in environment.

Part reason for the inability to make that 
link in the first place is the resistance within 
journalists to incorporate a new angle 
into their journalism. At a media training 
workshop on sustainable transportation 

in 2013, journalists, including senior 
ones, offered vigorous resistance to the 
idea of seeing whether a more in-depth 
and nationalized link could be made 
between the complex issues involved 
in transportation in India and their own 
reporting on the subject.

In a quiet, and revealing, aside, several 
younger journalists already writing on 
environmental issues, agreed that, that link 
was necessary. Indeed, the media’s lack of 
accountability and its unfettered inability 
to introspect is probably also culprit in not 
seeing ‘that’ link. 

The Reality of  
Climate Change  
in India Today
But, the reality of climate change for India 
today is that it is present, and most visibly as 
an environment and development-related 
issue. For people like Gandhi in the story 
from Tamil Nadu and the vast majority of 
India’s millions, climate change is not about 
the press reporting on the global emissions 
‘divide’ between rich and poor nations, or of 
the correct degree of global temperature-
rise; it is of local weather changes and 
unpredictable, intense monsoons as climate 
change phenomena that have already hit 
their fragile lives. 

The changes in weather have in turn 
affected, or exacerbated ground water, 
coastal zones and river waters, which then, 
in its turn, have affected the quality of 
soils in many areas. Degrading soils lead 
to, among other things, desertification, 
drought, loss of agricultural productivity, 
loss of livelihoods, of food, nutrition, 
health, income, and other development 
parameters. 

This rural deterioration has a direct 
impact on India’s economy. According 
to Neil Padukone, agriculture, which 
contributes nearly 30 per cent of India’s 
GDP, is reliant on seasonal rains, irrigation 
from ground and surface waters, and 
healthy soils. For metro reporters, the link 
between climate change and the economy, 
whether political, social or economic, offers 
new and varied paths for stories, including 
those for ‘breaking stories’.

An Inherent  
Mindset Issue?
At a number of climate change and media 
events in 2013–14, attending journalists, 
mostly young and the mid-level, have 
complained that they do not have the 
freedom of space and content needed 
to write on such issues. Others have 
complained that the knowledge that is now 
exhorted from them comes only with years 
of experience and hence it is not possible 
to write in depth or in a linked manner on 
the issue. Journalists writing in regional 
languages have complained that they are 
already writing about climate change in the 
field; some have equated climate change to 
natural disasters and have complained that 
field stories during times of disasters do not 
have the time to do the research now  
being asked. 

The basic issue, in these querulous 
complaints, seems to be inherently of a 
mindset problem. Journalists covering 
business or commerce or politics, as two 
of the relatively well-developed streams 
on journalism in India, are not ‘taught’ their 
craft physically; most gain wisdom on 
their craft through reporting. Reporting 
on new streams of journalism such as 
climate change is no exception to that 

of other streams. What it needs, as Darryl 
D’Monte told The Hoot is some degree 
of specialization, or training, since it is a 
complex subject. “It needs journalists with 
two legs, ears, and a brain. You need to take 
the trouble to look deeper and link climate 
change to that depth,” he says.

Climate change is in fact an issue 
intricately connected to almost every 
sphere of our lives here in India. It is 
linked to trade, commerce and economy, 
to science, to health, food, agriculture, 
development, even human rights. There 
is absolutely no reason why it cannot be 
reported within these parameters. 

The Good Part
There are now a plethora of policies and 
strategies in place for tackling climate 
change in India. Beginning with the 
National Action Plan on Climate Change 
(NAPCC), brought out in 2008, that lays out 
eight broad areas of work outlined through 
national missions on solar energy — on 
enhanced energy efficiency, afforestation 
measures through the Green India mission, 
sustainable habitat and a sustainable 
Himalayan ecosystem, water, agriculture, 
strategic knowledge for climate change, 
and so on. There are a host of other sub-
categories and areas set out to either work 
under the NAPCC or as linked branches and 
as state-wise action plans.

Moreover, there is now, as opposed to 
previous years, a definite body of scientific 
knowledge, providing ample opportunity 
for the media for backing its stories. In the 
early 1990s, writing on climate change was 
difficult because there were no surveys 
or graphs and studies till around 2005 or 
so. Today, besides definitive IPCC reports 
targeting specific regions in the world and 
a ‘ 4x4’ sectoral and regional analyses report 
on climate change aspects in India (http://
moef.nic.in/downloads/public-information/
fin-rpt-incca.pdf ), besides a host of 
literature on climate change in India and 
internationally. A low-carbon strategy in the 
12th Plan, recently released, could generate 
huge stories.

Additionally, there is a network of 120 
institutions and over 250 scientists who 
were involved in producing assessments 
for 4x4 report, besides several other leading 
experts in the country. Local technical 
know-how is now both available and 
accessible for journalists. 

Starting… Now!
I believe it is now time for the media to look 
within and move forward. Reportage has 
to move from international emissions and 
political negotiations to the Indian situation, 
basing it on science and facts. The avenues 
that these measures have opened up for 
reporting are numerous. The important 

point for journalists is to check to see how 
these are being implemented, what their 
pros and cons are, what the trade-offs have 
been, or not been, or should have been. Are 
there new mechanisms that have been set 
in place, or is it ‘business-as-usual’? 

It is not the role of journalism to toe the 
official line; it is first and foremost to check 
on the official line. And for those journalists 
with interest, knowledge, and skill on 
reporting climate change, an inopportune 
attribute that comes with the reporting is 
the inability to inject some ‘style’, verve or 
even sparkle into the writing, because of 
the very nature of environmental or climate 
change journalism being still at its most 
fundamental level. Political journalism, as 
an example and on the other hand, has 
evolved enough to allow senior journalists 
to report it in ‘polished phrase’ as it were. 
While one certainly does not need to inject 
‘Keatsian’ phrases, it would be nice, even for 
the lay reader, to find the subject enervated 
with stylish writing!# 
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