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What is Environmental Communication?

)

Two decades ago, abundant mountain snowfall and an
abrupt spring melt sent City Creek roaring through downtown
Salt Lake City, Utah. Fish slapped against the wall of sandbags
in a muddy torrent past department stores and pawn shops. City
Creek was one of seven streams flowing from seven mountain
canyons into the valley and one of the first to be diverted and
treated for drinking water by the pioneers. And like all seven
streams, once sufficient water was removed and treated, the
remainder of the flow was banished into the storm drain. But
in 1983, the meltwater and rainwater overwhelmed the storm
drain, and City Creek went barreling into its city; the spectacle of
flood waters on State Street made national news.

In the 1990s, the city and the Mormon Church spent over a
million dollars to bring City Creek back up to the surface for an
additional mile—before banishing it once more into the storm
drain. Landscapers got involved. In the new City Creek Park, the
tracks of birds and small mammals were pressed into concrete
and identified. Rocks were glued into streambanks that would
never shift or accommodate, lined with exotic plants and Ken-
tucky bluegrass. A waterwheel churns peacefully in the summer,
dumping its load without a true purpose but evoking some sort
of enterprising pioneer spirit. Without a park sign, you wouldn’t
recognize it as the same creek whose unfettered waters upstream
form a narrow, shrubby oasis in the desert foothills.

City Creeck Park communicates volumes about our relation-
ship with the natural world or nonhuman environment. Some
of the communication is written (such as park signs and news re-
ports about the project), but the bulk of the messages are received
while walking through the park. Its landscaping communicates
what is valued, what is considered “natural,” and what is desired.

The cemented creek banks send a message about the control of
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nature and the desire for nature to be tidy and predictable. Send-
ing the city’s namesake water source into a storm drain commu-
nicates that the best use of this natural resource is human utility
and enjoyment, a human-centered or anthropocentric view of na-
ture. T'his park, like many parks, has a taken-for-granted quality
to the average visitor. You understand the message being com-
municated and you accept it—it’s a park because it has green
grass, benches, walking paths, interpretive signs, and is designed
for humans.

All of these messages are examples of environmental commu-
nication, the various ways we communicate about the natural
world. A news story, an advertisement, a speech, a letter, a photo,
a Web site—these are easy to recognize as messages. These
forms of communication are intentional and purposeful, sent
by people who want to achieve a particular outcome. But our
actions and practices—including those that are second nature
and subconscious—also send messages about the natural world
and our relationship with it, just like City Creek Park or your
own backyard. A great deal of what is communicated about the
environment is almost entirely unrecognized and unstated, and
we might not recognize that it’s “communication” at all: roads
without sidewalks, drive-through service, bottled water, dispos-

able washcloths, food served without dishes, office windows that

don’t open, big houses, garbage cans. These everyday things
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Introduction

have a taken-for-granted quality, particularly for those who feel
that the environment exists somewhere “out there” and distant
from their lives.

Every day practices are so ingrained that we might forget

5 there are other options. For example, an alternative scenario for

City Creek might allow it to flow its natural course above ground,
winding through the length of the city. On each side of the creek
could be a public greenbelt used by walkers, joggers, rollerblad-
ers, and bird watchers. Students could take field trips to learn
about water quality, hydrology, and the native vegetation lining
the creek. A few picnic tables could sit on small patches of native
grass, but otherwise the park would have a wilder feel. Or, City
Creek could run the same natural course it had for centuries.
Along the creek, native vegetation would grow thick and tangled.
The creek occasionally would flood in spring and the volume
year-round would be much greater because the majority of the
water had been left in the creek for nonhuman use. In a few spots,
water pools would be large enough to support fish populations,
aided by the work of beavers and muskrats. People would hike
and visit the creek on rough trails.

These scenarios communicate very different things about
our relationship with the natural world and stem from different
belief systems. In City Creek Park, humans dominate and alter
the original habitat to fit human desires. The second scenario still
caters to human desires but there is a lighter hand in controlling
and altering the natural world. In the last scenario, humans are
just one part of the biotic community and do not dominate and
control, but let the natural system unfold as it will with minimal
interference. These scenarios are not just about development
versus conservation or preservation. Each reflects, and thus com-
municates, a belief system of humans toward the natural world,
and each tells a story based on those beliefs. Each scenario tells
us how nature fits into daily life and leisure and what the environ-

ment is “good for.”
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Tap Water or Bottled Water?

Some semesters I ask my students to draw a picture of “na-
ture.” Other semesters, I ask them to draw one of “the envi-
ronment.” Invariably, the nature pictures are people-less and
predictable, like the quintessential painting in the motel room
with a mountain, water, a meadow, flowers, and a deer. The en-
vironment pictures, on the other hand, produce varied results.
Sometimes they have people and sometimes they have factories
spewing smoke. The meanings that these students attach to the
environment are often more politicized,while meanings of na-
ture are idealized and untouched. In both cases, nature and envi-
ronment tend to be places where we humans are not.

The way we describe and understand the nonhuman world
is of course entangled with the human one. Does “nature™ exist
separate from our conceptualization of it? After all, “What we
mean when we use the word ‘nature’ says as much about our-
selves as about the things we label with that word.” Depending
on the individual, “nature” may be the state park or the most re-
mote corner on earth; “nature” may be the Garden of Eden, or
something you buy at The Nature Company; “nature” may be
the Rainforest Café or Disney World. “Nature” may be angelic
or demonic and avenging, such as when “natural” disasters like
hurricanes occur.

In short, “nature,” and in a different way “environment,” are
complicated cultural concepts, not just words. Nevertheless, they
communicate. The words and how we use them interpret and de-
fine what exists beyond humans. This is nature, that is not. This is
an environmental issue, but this is not. The definitions and mean-
ings to a certain extent influence our behaviors and practices and
our communication about it.

That is not to say, however, that nature or environment or

whatever we want to call it is one big social construction and
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18 Communicating Nature

doesn’t really exist out there independent of us and our definition
of it. The physical, nonhuman world does exist; ecosystems and
their inhabitants would unfold and continue just fine without hu-
mans. Social construction—the definitions and meanings we come
to accept through our social interaction—is just one component.
Other components are the historical and cultural contexts in
which we live and the unique sets of individual experience we
carry with us. When a forest is portrayed on TV as dangerous, it
doesn’t match my own experience because I grew up playing in
the woods and have a strong affinity for that type of habitat. A
lifelong Manhattan resident likely has a different notion of what
nature is good for and where it exists than a Kansas farmer or an
Alaskan bush pilot.

For all these reasons, environmental communication is a
complex and multi-layered phenomenon. All environmental
messages have ideological roots that are deep and that are influ-
enced by individual experience, geography, history, and culture.
Communication takes place at the individual level, in small social
interactions, and at the macro level in our cultural institutions.
Environmental communication involves sending and receiving
words and pictures, but also actions. We read news about geneti-
cally modified organisms and drilling on public lands. We get
direct mail from environmental groups. We hear about the price
of oil in the Middle East. These messages may make the environ-
ment seem distant and a nonsalient feature of daily life. Yet how
we build and landscape homes, how we travel to workplaces,
how we consume resources, and what we do in our leisure time—
these also involve communication (direct or implied) about the
natural world. Even food choices can be considered environmen-
tal acts for they bear serious consequences for the use of land and
animals, the use of water and chemicals, and for food waste and
waste disposal. Essentially everything we do bears a relationship
to (and has consequences for) the natural world. Each and every
individual is surrounded by—and participates in—communica-
tion about the natural world on a daily basis.

Arecent story in the Los Angeles Times reported that at the
same time that the city was spending $ 1 million to raise aware-

ness about how the tap water was perfectly safe to drink, various
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Introduction

city departments had been buying bottled water. Several years
ago, I went to an environmental communication conference and
they handed me bottled water with my registration packet. I see
water bottles littering hiking trails and I see them wheeled out by
the caseload from discount stores; Americans spend over $8 bil-
lion a year on bottled water. Some of my colleagues, friends, and
students buy it.

There is a lot of communication going on here. Advertising
communicates that bottled water 1s safer and better than tap
water, carries social status, and that the product is pure, healthy,
and cormes from pristine mountain snows or springs. Waiters ask
if you want “a water.” At the same time, news stories report that
bottled water receives far less testing and is often less pure, not to
mention the energy and waste in its distribution and consump-
tion. The cheap price communicates that it’s a good consumer
choice (even though numerous environmental costs are not re-
flected in that price). What these messages “say” to me may not
be the same thing they say to you. To many people, they say “con-
venience” and “better than tap water.” To others, they say plenti-
ful resources exist solely for human convenience and immediate
human desires. But it’s hard to deny that all these messages and
actions about bottled water take place on the same stage with
other messages about water—an activist arguing for minimum
stream flows, a journalist writing about water conservation, a kid
telling his parent to turn off the water while washing dishes, and a
municipal water department trying to convince residents that tap
water is safe to drink.

Because we communicate about the natural world on many
levels, it follows that the solutions to environmental problems are
similarly complex. Part of that solution is a bigger and broader
understanding of how we “talk” to each other—in word, thought,
and practice—about natural resources and our relationship with
them.

Environmental issues are not just the purview and concern of
scientists and policymakers, but involve every single individual.
Whether or not you consider yourself a radical tree-hugger, a
concerned conservationist, or just an average citizen with other

things to think about, environmental communication and prac-
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tices affect you every single day. They involve what you eat, the
air you breathe, the water you drink, and profoundly affect the
nonhuman species that share our planet. Understanding how
we communicate about the natural world—both individually
and collectively, verbally and nonverbally—provides important

nsights into the challenges that lie before us.
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