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Critically analyse how one ‘hot topic’ has been covered by the media in the last 6 months.  As well as referencing all the media sources that you use, you should also make reference to appropriate research and theory where possible.



The use of plastics during the twentieth and twenty-first centuries has grown and developed and, in the UK alone, is a multi-billion pound industry (British Plastics Federation, 2018).    However, the impact on the environment of the use and disposal of plastic has become the subject of intense media interest over recent months and it is this shift in emphasis that this essay will critically analyse, paying particular attention to the power and influence of media organisations and the individual to alter perception and public opinion.

Concern for the environmental impact of human activity on the earth’s resources is not a new phenomenon but gained global credibility following the Kyoto Protocol in 1997 (The Reunion, 2018).  The agreement was the result of intense negotiations over two years by 38 nations brought together under one roof in Japan by the United Nations in response to compelling evidence of climate change.  It was seen as a landmark moment in the history of environmentalism as it unified global concern regarding climate change and gained commitment to reduce carbon emissions (The Reunion, 2018).  However, some 10 years earlier the Bruntland Report provided the most commonly accepted definition for sustainable development and how concern for the future should inform policy and yet no agreement was reached for a decade (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987).

The use of plastic in modern society has become increasingly discussed in the media as the impact of their disposal has become more widely known.  These concerns have led to campaigns to educate the public to change the way they view so called ‘disposable’ plastic items, and behaviours particularly towards the avoidable waste which ends up in our rivers and seas (Dwr Cymru, 2016).   Indeed, back in 2011 responding to concerns regarding the environmental and social impact of plastic bags, the Welsh Government introduced The Welsh Statutory Instrument (The Single Use Carrier Bags Charge (Wales) Regulations 2010).  This statutory instrument introduced a minimum five pence charge on all single use plastic bags, to the consumer, in all retail outlets.  The legislation resulted in a drop in the use of plastic bags by over ninety percent in some retail sectors whilst also gaining wide spread support from the public with a survey conducted in 2015 showing that over seventy percent of people polled saying they agreed with the measure (Welsh Government, 2016).  The introduction of a similar charge followed in Scotland in 2014 and most recently in England in 2015 (mygov.scot, 2018; Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, 2015).
 
Greenpeace’s campaign in 2016 to raise awareness of the harm that plastic microbeads were causing in our oceans and to our sea-life led to over two-hundred and fifty thousand people signing a petition calling for the UK government to ban them from use in household products such as toothpaste and face scrubs (Greenpeace, 2016).  By the middle of 2017, the UK government responded to this action and the growing number of reports and articles regarding plastic waste with the introduction of a strategy (Department of Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, 2017).  In an announcement, Michael Gove cited the success of the introduction of the five pence carrier bag charge in England in 2015 and also the Government’s pledge to ban microbeads from cosmetic and toiletry products in 2018 (Department of Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, 2017; Casson, 2017).

Prior to this campaign in 2014 experts in the field published a paper calling for urgent global action to curb the effects of plastic pollution in our oceans and the impact on marine life (Vegter et. al., 2014).  Vegter and thirteen academics from around the world examined a vast body of evidence amassed from many studies and concluded there was an ‘……..urgent need to develop interdisciplinary research and management partnerships to limit the release of plastics into the environment and curb the future impacts of plastic pollution’ (Vegter, et. al., 2014, p.225).  However, despite this compelling recommendation it remained in the realm of academia and even though Greenpeace’s campaign did result in calls for a ban by MPs the, press coverage could be viewed as somewhat muted and limited to the broadsheets i.e. Financial Times and The Guardian (Clark, 2016; Vaughan, 2016).

The decision by the Chinese government to drastically cut the amount of plastic it imported for recycling by the end of 2017 did raise concerns worldwide however, as to where the nearly eight million metric tonnes of plastic waste sent there by the United States, United Kingdom, Japan and others, would now be sent (Okere, 2018).  Indeed, as early as the beginning of 2018, the BBC reported that stockpiles of plastic waste were already building with the prospect of this waste going to landfill rather than being recycled (Harrabin, 2018).   Technical magazines such as Transform, produced by the Institute for Environmental Management (IEMA), has also followed the Chinese development in depth looking at the implications for the UK waste management industry having to deal with the additional half a million tonnes of plastic that will no longer be exported for recycling (Balcon, 2018).  The Daily Mail (2017) preferred to focus on the day-to-day consequences of the Chinese decision and reported that ‘recycling rates in England are stagnating, with just 44.9 per cent of household waste recycled’ and proposed that the Government’s target to increase this figure to fifty per cent by 2020 would now be very unlikely (Fernandez, 2017).  Another tabloid, The Express, reported on the fear of increased costs to local authorities, who outsource their recycling, could lead to further cuts to services (Chandler, 2018).  The tone of this article raised the dichotomy of balancing environmental concerns with the day to day living standards people, particularly in western society, have come to expect (Chandler, 2018).

The narrative around plastic waste and recycling even got one news agency to launch its own campaign to curb plastic waste entering our seas.  The Sky News team, in 2017, filled their studio with plastic, equivalent to the amount the average family in the UK would generate over the course of four months, to help illustrate the problem (Mayhew, 2017).  Momentum appeared to be gathering regarding the issue of plastics causing harm to marine life and even the possibility of it entering the human food chain in the form of microbeads in shellfish and fish (Greenpeace, 2016), but was still restricted to sporadic coverage on mass media and specific interest journals for professionals in the field. However, following the broadcast of a BBC television programme, Blue Planet II, hosted by Sir David Attenborough interest in the problem gained wide coverage across the media (BBC, 2017; ITV, 2017; Webster, 2018; Balcon, 2018).

The response to the programme even appeared to change the way the broadcaster itself viewed its role in making such documentaries with Tom McDonald, the BBCs head of commissioning and special factual programmes saying “It’s not that we haven’t tackled these subjects on BBC1 before, but I think the public conscious has changed. I think there is an appetite to understand beyond the headline’ (Ruddick, 2018).

[bookmark: _GoBack]However to achieve sustainable change in behaviours requires meaningful engagement of, not just the media, but of business and society in general (Doane, 2015).  Doane, in an article for The Guardian newspaper, critically evaluates the effectiveness of what she calls the ‘combat vs collaborate’ culture of activism and the language used by them to galvanise people into action i.e. ‘evil’ (Doane, 2015, n.p.).  Doane (2015) acknowledges that such emotive terms do engender reaction but, Fill and Penz (2018) argue, often this results in relatively short term gain.  In contrast, the gravitas of a national treasure such as Sir David Attenborough and the measured language he used (Fill and Penz, 2018) in his documentary Blue Planet II provoked real engagement and action for sustainable change, on an individual as well as governmental level (Lynch, 2018; Shipman, 2018).

To conclude it is apparent that discussion around environmental concerns and, in particular, the disposal and impact of plastics has been debated for a long time.  Since Kyoto in 1997 more and more legislation has been used to set out policy and introduce regulations to change attitudes and behaviour.  The complex, economic, political and social connections needed to change the way the world deals with the global issue of plastics has meant the inclusion and engagement of individuals, campaign groups, the media, businesses and government to implement real solutions, such as the ban of plastic microbeads.

It is also clear that the methods used by campaigning groups and the language used both by them and the media have had varying degrees of success in raising public consciousness.  Nevertheless, the power of popular and technical media has carried discussions on the subject which has raised the profile of the environment and made links to the everyday lives of people.
However, arguably the influence of one man and one programme broadcast on a respected television channel, has raised awareness of the issue to a level that has secured significant changes in behaviour which years of campaigns before it had not been able to achieve.
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