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Envirothon: a Public Affairs Guide for Districts  

     Envirothon events are opportunities to involve larger portions of the community in your conservation education programs.  They serve as both a springboard for district missions and shining example of your contribution to the community.  Don’t limit the possibilities inherent in building relationships with primary stakeholders by simply focusing on media relations.  The commercial press are only an intermediary, and a limited one at that.  Case studies consistently demonstrate that news media coverage 
itself rarely has lasting value to or impact on an organization.

     Consider other publics and what they might stand to gain from exposure to Enviro-thon.  It requires thought, advanced planning, and effort to reach those groups in more direct, immediate ways than mass media, but the potential payoff is much more meaningful to the long-term success of your programs.

Step One:  Start With Questions

     Begin your public outreach early in the planning process.  You’ll gain from it in direct proportion to what you put into it.  If the effort is guided by the long-term goals of your district, then the effort justifies itself rather than merely being exhausted on short-lived “publicity.”

     To accomplish strategic goals, ask yourself some questions.

     Upon what external publics does the success of Envirothon depend?  Let’s face it: with some events, the only people who’d be interested are the participants themselves.  But occasionally, we forget about others who might like to know more.  And sometimes, we even neglect the very individuals or organizations Envirothon depends upon most.  Another way to ask this is, What external stakeholders with an interest in Envirothon aren’t being reached?

     Be honest and objective when considering what external publics you’d like to include in the activities.  It may be possible to create new program features specifically for the benefit of particular publics.

     Some publics you may want to consider:

· Schools that urgently need Envirothon (e.g., under-served populations)

· Individual teachers who’d like exposure to Envirothon events/planning

· School board officials

· Locally elected officials

· Potential team sponsors (After all, who benefits from environmental ed?)

· Representatives of the state’s Dept. of Public Instruction

· Communities in Schools

· PTA representatives

· County volunteer services coordinators

     Is the event truly open to the public?  In this context, “public” means any person or group unfamiliar to you—a stranger off the street, you might say.  Has the area/district set up rules that are unfriendly toward public attendance or news media coverage?  Some areas specifically exclude spectators and cameras.

     If you consider the event open to the public, announce it through the community calendar of your local paper.  There’s usually a point of contact listed in that section.

     Would reporters want to attend?  Think with the perspective of news readers and viewers, because you’re probably one yourself already!  Can your Envirothon offer a story that captures their interest?  Is that story specific to a community?  If not, it’s unlikely a reporter or editor would view the assignment as time well spent.

     Are there ample opportunities to interview students or coaches from a given outlet’s market area?  Does the nature of the competition offer any visually interesting elements, or will it simply be what media call “BOPSA” (a bunch of people standing around)?

Step Two:  Community Relations Liaison

     Begin your action plan by designating someone to coordinate community and media relations activities.  This person should be intimately familiar with the event and its key players.  S/he should have ready lines of communication with teams, districts, and schools that are involved.  If there’s sufficient reason to believe the event will attract three or more news outlets on-site simultaneously, you probably should have an additional point of contact, at least on event day.

     The designated community relations liaison is the “point person” on site during 
the event to assist external publics, including the press.  But s/he may have to delegate individual tasks to others.  The liaison’s name and number should be shared liberally 
with everyone else helping to organize the event.

Step Three:  Identifying Interviewees

     The idea here isn’t to find folks who can “sell” Envirothon to reporters.  In fact, the best news interviewees aren’t spokespeople at all, but rather, they’re people—students, teachers, communities—whose lives have been transformed by the program.  Typically, conventional spokespeople may know facts and figures, but they aren’t a story unto themselves.  It’s stories that reporters want to get for their readers and viewers.

     Start building a contact list of potential interview subjects.  Get word out to team coaches in advance seeking names of students, parents, teachers, or local citizens and leaders with a story to share.  Make sure interviewees will have ample opportunity to speak at length with reporters while at the event.

Step Four:  Planning Media Relations

     Effective media relations is planned by thinking like a journalist and a reader, viewer, or listener.  This may mean taking a dispassionate, even critical, look at the event, its organizer, and the outcome.  So keep an emotional distance and resist the temptation to approach reporters like someone who’s already “sold” on what’s happening.

     Think in terms of what’s newsworthy.  Your best practical means to gauge news-worthiness is simply by studying the content of the local print or broadcast outlet(s) you wish to attract.  As a general rule, they’re only likely to cover the sorts of issues and events they’ve given time and space to in the past … generally.  However, past failures 
to attract coverage may have been because the stories behind the events were hidden, obscured, or just simply overlooked.  That’s where advanced preparation and interviewee networking pay off.  Along the way, you may discover human interest stories or contri-butions to the community of which even you were unaware.

     In media relations, invoke the interrogatories of what media relations pros call “Moses’ Law”:

So what?

Who cares?

What difference does it make?
Without a defensible reply, it’s unlikely your event offers newsworthy material.  Don’t take it personally; it only means you should concentrate your energies on publics other than the press.

     In any case, if you plan on inviting journalists to your Envirothon, it’s absolutely essential the community relations liaison be fully committed and prepared to deliver on whatever has been expressed or implied in communications with news outlets.  Failure to act quickly on requests for interviews or to supply newsworthy stories will make future media relations that much more difficult.  Credibility is the watchword.

     Where communication with the news media is concerned, events usually require an advisory.  Media advisories are memos to news directors and editors inviting them 
to an event.  They should originate from the event organizer (on letterhead).  Before you distribute advisories, have travel directions to the site ready to send by fax and email.  Requesting an RSVP allows you to anticipate what outlets will be present and better prepare to assist them before and during the event.

     For Envirothon, a traditional news release might typically follow after the event to provide a synopsis and news of the winning teams.  It should originate from the winners’ local districts (on their letterhead).  If the winning team comes from a school system with a strong investment in Envirothon, consider working in cooperation with the county or school system public information officer (PIO) in making announcements of results.

     Appendices B and C offer examples of a media advisory and news release.  These have been written to illustrate accepted formats, stylistic structure, and customary content associated with both forms.  They’ve also been written to serve as templates in which you can easily substitute the details of your Envirothon event.

     The Division of Soil and Water Conservation PIO can supply you with a news media distribution list for your area, plus an email address header for electronic transmission of the advisory or news release.  Consult with the PIO when deciding on the best timing for your advisory.  In most cases, the distribution date will vary from between three to six days prior to the event.

Appendix A:  Press Kits

     Press kits are designed with reporters’ needs in mind, to help them put together an article quickly and accurately with as much detail as they want to include.  Press kits do this in several ways:

· Orient reporters to the event and organization(s) involved

· As reference sources to get facts correct when writing

· Provide answers to questions that arise back in the newsroom

· As a source for digital photos, prints, illustrations or other media

· To help reporters make the best use of their time (and yours!)

     A few items you might include:

· General background on Envirothon, plus local specifics

· Lists of who’s involved (teams, schools, counties, sponsors)

· Sample test questions

· Info on your local soil & water district

· Copies of active advisories or releases

· Photos of teams and coaches

     Kits may be anything as simple as a one-page “backgrounder” or white paper, or something meaty enough as to require a professionally prepared binder.  The complexity of the event and its journalistic potential will dictate the lengths to which you go assembling one.

     Press kit art (photos, illustrations, etc.) is a subject all to itself—far too much to delve into here.  Just remember that photos will most likely be needed after the event to announce results.  Supplying photos of all the teams in advance means reporters are ready to go if the local team wins.

     With photos, just make sure of two things:

1) they are shot close enough to allow for easy identification of the subjects;

2) a caption is provided describing who or what’s depicted.

Event organizers may even want to consider incorporating team/individual portraits into the registration process so that disks can be burned for reporters while they wait.  Don’t forget that websites can provide an alternate means of delivering images to news outlets.

Appendix B:  Media Advisory (Example)

MEDIA ADVISORY

To:

News Directors & Editors

From:

Pam Hawkins, Education Coordinator



Craven Soil & Water Conservation District

Date:

Mar. 16, 2006

Subject:
Coastal Envirothon Competition, Mar. 21

Representatives of the news media are invited to Coastal Envirothon, a one-day environmental science knowledge competition for middle and high school students from 13 Eastern North Carolina counties.  Five-member teams, totaling more than 250 students, will converge for hands-on field and written examinations designed to test their grasp of a range of environmental topics, including current ecological issues facing North Carolina.

Tuesday, Mar. 21, starting at 9 a.m., reporters will have an opportunity to interview 
students, coaches, visiting teachers and organizers.  During the morning, broadcast and print photographers can observe teams competing in field exercises that quiz them on natural systems, plants and animals.  In the afternoon, seminars will be offered to visiting school teachers to help them teach environmental science back home.  The event takes place at Weyerhaeuser’s Cool Springs Environmental Education Center in Askins, N.C.
The student teams and coaches come from public, private and home schools in Beaufort, Brunswick, Carteret, Craven, Gates, Hyde, Lenoir, New Hanover, Onslow, Pamlico, Pender, Pitt and Wayne counties.  

Envirothon, an environmental education competition spanning the U.S. and Canada, is coordinated in North Carolina through the state’s soil and water conservation districts and the N.C. Association of Soil & Water Conservation Districts.

News media reps are asked to contact Pam Hawkins at 252-637-2547 (office), 252-675-3310 (cell) or 252-244-4019 (on site #) no later than 4 p.m., Mar. 20 to plan for interviews/coverage and get driving directions or further information.

Appendix C:  News Release (Example)

[This example violates a generally accepted guideline for news releases: confine them 
to one page.  However, the principle may have less rigidity in the context of smaller community newspapers with less media relations traffic.  In any case, more text is presented here than actual situations might require simply for the sake of illustration.]

For Immediate Release

Date:

Sept. 31, 2005


Contact:
Elysian Fields, Outreach Coordinator



Our Soil & Water Conservation District



Telephone

OUR COUNTY STUDENTS HIKE TO HEAD OF PACK

IN ECO-SAVVY SHOWDOWN

     BLUEVILLE – Ten Ruralite High School students claimed first and third place honors Tuesday at the Sand Plains Envirothon, an event to test the environmental knowledge of young scholars from 157 Eastern North Carolina counties.

     “I realized we knew our heads from a hole in the ozone, but I never imagined we’d show up those other schools for the brain-dead dorks they are,” exclaimed Ruralite senior, Carol, a member of the top scoring team and now finishing her fourth year participating in Envirothon.

     The competition drew more than 900 participants to the Murky Swamp Environmental Center in Sweettater, including 10 students from Ruralite and Deadend high schools, and five from Somewhereinthe Middle School.  Sporting names like Muckrakers and Wild Things, each five-person team is led by a coach, drawn from the host school’s faculty.  Coaches serve as instructors to the team during season preparations, which drill team members on environmental facts and concepts covering soils, forestry, wildlife, aquatics and current environmental issues.

     Deer Scat, the Ruralite High team that seized first place this week at Sand Plains Envirothon, advances to compete at the statewide Envirothon in Charlotte later next month.  Team members are seniors, Bob, Carol, Ted and Alice, and junior, Gonzo.  Biology teacher, Bambi Caress, is the team’s coach.  Deer Scat aced its tests with a score of 496 out of a possible 500 points.  Second place team, Mountains of Fun, which hails from Another County, trailed them by a distant 25 point margin.

     The team finishing in third position includes Ruralite juniors, Humpty and Dumpty, and sophomores, Winkin, Blinkin and Nod.  Tony Soprano serves as the team’s coach and is also a full-time weapons instructor at the high school.

– more –

LOCAL STUDENTS IN ECO SHOWDOWN, page 2


Sept. 31, 2005

     Envirothon, an environmental education competition spanning the U.S. and Canada, 
is coordinated in North Carolina through the state’s 96 local soil and water conservation districts and the N.C. Association of Soil & Water Conservation Districts.  Supported by its lead corporate sponsor Canon, Envirothon now engages more than a half million students from across the U.S. and Canada.

     In addition to traditional instructional techniques, Envirothon coaches rely heavily
on field activities to instill knowledge about flora, fauna and ecological concepts, often leading team members on treks to local fields, forests and stream banks for hands-on learning.  The curriculum for teams in North Carolina recently added an option for a community service component.

     To learn more about Envirothon in North Carolina or the upcoming state Envirothon competition, go to www.enr.state.nc.us/DSWC/pages/envirothon.html or call Elysian Fields with the Our Soil & Water Conservation District office at 252-555-1212.
# # #

Appendix D:  Links & Contacts

     You may find these internet sites helpful in your public affairs efforts:

Associated Press Stylebook, ordering information

http://www.apstylebook.com

N.C. newspapers, listed by city

http://www.ncpress.com/ncnewspapersonline.html

N.C. newspapers, listed by county

http://www.ncpress.com/members.html

     For further public affairs guidance or consultation on specific events, contact the division PIO (see below) or your county PIO, where applicable.

Andrew Sleeth

Public Information Officer

N.C. Division of Soil and Water Conservation

919-715-6680

919-218-3491 cell

andrew.sleeth@ncmail.net

N.C. Div. of Soil and Water Conservation
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N.C. Div. of Soil and Water Conservation

