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Abstract

Kenya is one of the countries most vulnerable to climate change, making environmental
journalism a vital tool for survival. This study explores the safety and working conditions of
Kenyan environmental journalists through a broad perspective, moving beyond physical
threats to include digital, financial, and psychological dimensions.
The aim is to identify the structural challenges facing these journalists and how these
obstacles shape their reporting, as well as the way they understand their professional roles.
Based on ten qualitative interviews with Kenyan environmental journalists, the study is
theoretically grounded in concepts such as precarious labor, journalism culture, and market
censorship.
The findings reveal eight interconnected challenges:
1. Physical safety: Journalists face threats and surveillance when reporting on
sensitive issues.
2. Linguistic barriers: A lexical gap makes it hard to translate scientific terms into
local languages.
3. Technical complexity: A lack of science training makes it difficult to explain
climate data.
4. Material precarity: Financial insecurity and low pay create constant stress for
reporters.
5. Market censorship: Powerful advertisers influence what stories get published.
6. Narrative choices: Journalists are shifting toward solutions journalism to keep the
audience engaged.
7. Source accessibility: It is often difficult to get information due to slow and
complicated systems.
8. Institutional neglect: A lack of support from newsroom management leaves
journalists feeling isolated.
The study concludes that these challenges are systemic rather than individual. Financial
instability increases the risk of corruption, while linguistic and technical gaps detach climate
issues from the daily lives of local people. Ultimately, the climate crisis in Kenyan journalism
is an economic and political struggle, where structural insecurity threatens the spread of
essential climate information.
Keywords: Climate Change, Environmental Reporting, Journalism, Kenya, Market

Censorship, Occupational Safety, Precarity, Solutions Journalism.
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1. Introduction

Africa is the most vulnerable continent to climate change despite contributing the least to
global warming. Even if global warming is limited to 1.5 °C, Africa still faces systemic risks
to its economy, food security, and public health (AfDB, 2019). Kenya is hit particularly hard
by this crisis, experiencing a devastating cycle of extreme droughts and heavy floods. For
example, in March 2026 alone, 23 people lost their lives during the early start of a heavy rainy
season that is expected to intensify (BBC, 2026). In this context, environmental journalism is
more than just reporting; it is a tool for survival. Journalists provide life-saving early warnings
for floods and droughts, while also holding leaders accountable for political inaction or

corruption that hinders climate adaptation.

However, reporting on the climate crisis is becoming one of the most essential but also most
dangerous and difficult beats in the world (Wadud, 2022). This is because environmental
reporters often investigate powerful business interests and illegal activities, such as land
grabbing or resource theft, which puts them at high risk. Despite the urgency, there is a
significant lack of research on climate reporting in Africa, as most studies continue to focus
on traditional news like politics or war (Ndlela, 2021). Furthermore, much of the existing
research on environmental journalism is conducted in Western contexts, such as the US or the
UK, which does not always reflect the reality for journalists in the Global South. In Kenya,
editorial choices are further complicated by a problem called media capture. This happens
because many large news outlets are owned by powerful politicians who control what is being
reported. These owners can use advertising money to stop stories that are critical of them,
which makes it very difficult for journalists to work independently. While there is some
general research on Kenyan media, there is very little specific knowledge about the people
who report on the environment. While previous research on Kenyan journalists has primarily
focused on physical violence and press freedom during high-stakes periods like elections,
these structural issues of ownership and capture suggest that the threats are often more subtle.
This is where this study fills a gap, by moving beyond just physical violence to investigate all
kinds of challenges that environmental journalists specifically face. Cohen (2019) argues that
researchers often ignore the actual working conditions and everyday labor of journalism. For
Kenyan environmental reporters, the struggle is not only about physical safety, but about
navigating a biased media market, explaining complex science to local communities, and

managing the emotional toll of reporting on disasters while facing extreme financial



insecurity. We know what is written in the news, but we know very little about the people

who produce it and the structural challenges that shape their work.
1.1 Aim and Research Questions

The study aims to examine the working conditions of Kenyan environmental journalists and
map the specific challenges they face in their everyday professional lives. By focusing on
these labor issues and everyday experiences, the study seeks to understand what is required

for climate reporting to survive in a precarious media environment.
The research is guided by the following questions:

e What challenges do environmental journalists in Kenya face when reporting on
environmental issues?
o How do these challenges affect the reporting and the journalistic roles of Kenyan

environmental journalists?

To answer these questions, the study is based on ten qualitative interviews with environmental
journalists in Kenya, including reporters and editors. Through these conversations, the study
explores their personal perspectives on safety, the obstacles they navigate, and how these

material realities affect the stories they tell.

The field research for this thesis was made possible through the Minor Field Studies (MFS)
scholarship program, funded by the Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency
(Sida). This academic framework enabled the collection of primary empirical data directly

within the Kenyan context, providing a solid foundation for the subsequent analysis.

2. Background

Kenya is an important economic and logistical hub in East Africa, characterized by rapid
technological advancement alongside extreme vulnerability to climate change. With a
population exceeding 58.6 million, the nation is home to over 40 distinct ethnic groups,
including the Kikuyu, Luhya, Kalenjin, Luo, and Kamba (Landguiden, 2026). Often referred
to as the New York of East Africa, Kenya’s identity is shaped by a digitally active population



and a complex colonial legacy. This dual identity, as both a modern tech hub and a

developing nation, creates a unique backdrop for the media's role in society.

The evolution of this role is closely tied to the country’s shifting political framework.
Following the adoption of the 2010 Constitution, Kenya became a constitutional democracy
and introduced a system of devolution. This shift moved power and resources away from the
central government to 47 local regions to ensure that areas ignored in the past finally received
equitable investment. However, politics remains tense; politicians often attempt to control the
news by threatening to withdraw advertising revenue or by intimidating journalists who report

on corruption (Maweu, 2014; Ndlela, 2021).

A defining characteristic of Kenya is its demography, as approximately 80 percent of the
population is under the age of 35 (National Council for Population and Development, 2017).
This generation has fundamentally altered the nature of activism, making it more digitally
driven. This was seen in the 2024 protests, when young people organized online using
hashtags like #RejectFinanceBill2024 to demonstrate a decentralized mobilization that
bypassed traditional ethnic affiliations (BBC, 2024). For journalists, this represents an

audience that demands transparency and is highly skeptical of state narratives.

2.1 The Kenyan Media Landscape

Kenya’s media environment is one of the most vibrant in Africa, anchored by outlets such as
the Nation Media Group and Standard Group. In reality, however, a journalist's work is
shaped by two major problems: the fact that many media outlets are owned by politicians, and

the constant threat of physical violence (Afrobarometer, 2026).

The industry faces media capture, where editorial independence is compromised because
major outlets are often owned by political elites who use advertising budgets as leverage to
suppress critical reporting. Furthermore, the 2018 Computer Misuse and Cybercrimes Act
provides for prison sentences for "false news," a term frequently weaponized to silence
investigations (CPJ, 2026 , para. 3). Consequently, the 2026 World Press Freedom Index
ranked Kenya 106th out of 180 countries, noting persistent challenges regarding the safety of

journalists and economic independence (RSF, 2026).



These economic and legal pressures often escalate into direct threats to professional safety.
Physical safety remains a pressing concern, as Kenyan journalists frequently face arbitrary
arrests and police violence, especially during protests. The culture of impunity is underscored
by cases such as the 2022 assassination of Arshad Sharif, which highlighted the severe
dangers faced by reporters within the country (Article19, 2023). Sharif, a prominent exiled
Pakistani news anchor who had fled persecution in his home country, was fatally shot by
Kenyan police at a roadblock in Kajiado County on October 23, 2022. While Kenyan
authorities officially claimed the incident was a case of mistaken identity, a subsequent
investigative report from Pakistan dismissed this version as contradictory and unbelievable,
characterizing the event as a planned, transnational targeted assassination. The ongoing lack
of accountability in his case underscores the systemic failure of state protection (Article19,
2023). Beyond physical threats, sociocultural barriers such as ethnicity can influence career
advancement. Investigating the intersection of corporate greed and ecological damage is
therefore not merely an editorial challenge, but a gamble with one's personal safety
(Internews, 2024). This danger is perhaps most evident in the reporting of Kenya’s worsening
environmental crises, which often go ignored in favor of safer political narratives.
Furthermore, the physical infrastructure in Kenya directly affects daily journalistic work.
While major media houses are located in urban centers like Nairobi, environmental reporting
often requires traveling to remote or rural areas. Due to a lack of transport budgets,
independent journalists are frequently forced to rely on the informal public transport system,
specifically matatus. These privately owned minibuses are the main mode of transit for the
general public because governments have failed to build centralized public transport (Kustar
et al., 2023). However, these informal services lack set schedules, have safety concerns, and
often use very old vehicles, which makes traveling a major logistical hurdle in the daily

routine of reporting (Kustar et al., 2023).

2.2 Climate Paradox and Environmental Reporting

The challenges within the media landscape become particularly visible when reporting on the
specific environmental issues affecting the country. Nairobi, the capital city, provides a clear
example of these tensions. Its name comes from the Maasai phrase Enkare Nyrobi, which
means "place of cool waters," because the city was originally built on a network of swamps.
However, rapid and unregulated urbanization has ignored indigenous knowledge, replacing

green spaces with asphalt. This has turned the city into a flood-prone landscape where



colonial-era drainage systems frequently fail during El Nifio events, disproportionately

affecting the urban poor (DandC, 2026).

Kenya presents a unique paradox: it is a global leader in renewable energy, with over 90% of
electricity coming from geothermal, wind, and solar sources, yet it remains acutely vulnerable
to climate change, evidenced by rising water levels in Rift Valley lakes (ENN, 2026). The
complexity of this paradox creates a difficult climate for environmental media, where the

truth often clashes with powerful interests.

Reporting on the environment is hazardous as it often pits powerful economic interests against
ecological protection. Journalists covering sensitive topics like land grabbing or the
environmental impact of large-scale mining face surveillance and loss of accreditation
(UNEP, 2024). Furthermore, Kenyan journalists must bridge the gap between global climate
science and local realities. Agolo et al. (2024) argue that international media often reports
only on the symptoms of climate change, like droughts, while rarely investigating the human
actions that worsen the situation, such as deforestation or poor planning. The challenge for the
Kenyan environmental journalist lies in translating scientific data into stories that resonate
with a public focused on economic survival, while simultaneously holding both local

politicians and Western nations accountable for climate compensation (Daily Nation, 2025).

3. Literature Review

There is a growing body of research investigating how the media reports on the climate crisis.
Within this literature, many studies focus specifically on the working conditions of
environmental journalists and the obstacles they face in their daily work. Historically, much
of the scholarship concerning journalistic safety in East Africa has centered heavily on direct
physical violence, overt state censorship, and hostile environments, particularly during high-
stakes political periods such as national elections (Ndlela, 2021). While these studies critically
document the immediate dangers facing political reporters, there has been a significant
oversight regarding the more nuanced, non-physical threats that environmental journalists
navigate on a daily basis. For example, it has become increasingly important to understand
how local media frames these issues, as international reporting often misses the local context
(Agolo et al., 2024). Mushfique Wadud (2022) shows that climate journalists in the Global

South face extreme precarity. This means they often work without stable contracts and lack



the financial resources to travel to areas hit by droughts or floods, an economic pressure that

often forces journalists to produce fast news instead of deep investigative stories.

In the specific context of Kenya, these pressures are reshaping how journalists view their
professional identity. Okoliko and de Wit (2023) found that Kenyan journalists often act as
curators or educators. This means their main job is to translate complex scientific data into
stories that local communities can understand and use to survive. However, this role is
difficult to maintain. A recent study by Achieng et al. (2024) highlights that many journalists
in Kenya lack specialized training in climate science. Because of this, they often rely heavily
on information from Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) or government press releases.
The study also shows that climate news often loses the fight for space in the newsroom, as
editors prioritize political stories which are seen as more exciting and easier to sell to the

public.

This difficulty in translating science is further complicated by structural linguistic barriers. A
significant hurdle to the democratization of science in Africa is the lexical gap, the absence of
equivalent scientific terms in indigenous languages. According to UNESCO (2019), scientific
knowledge is predominantly produced and disseminated in colonial languages like English or
French, which inherently marginalizes populations who primarily speak local dialects. In the
Kenyan context, this creates a systemic exclusion where concepts such as carbon
sequestration or biodiversity lack direct translations, forcing a reliance on English
terminology that remains inaccessible to the general public (UNESCO, 2019). This linguistic
barrier does not only hinder comprehension but also detaches environmental issues from the

lived realities of local communities.

3.1 Professional Strategies and Solutions

To navigate this shrinking and commercialized media landscape, journalists are increasingly
shifting their professional strategies. This study utilizes research on Solutions Journalism to
understand this shift. In the context of climate reporting, McIntyre (2019) examines the
psychological impact of news and highlights how traditional, conflict-based reporting often
contributes to compassion fatigue. Her research found that stories including solutions
increased the audience's sense of self-efficacy, which is essential for countering news

avoidance.
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To bridge the gap between audience effects and the journalists' perspective, this study also
incorporates research by Hiles and Hinnant (2014) on resilience reporting. They argue that
focusing on community resilience is a professional strategy used by journalists to provide a
more accurate and empowering picture of the climate crisis. By highlighting how
communities adapt to environmental changes, journalists can fulfill their roles as educators

even under difficult material conditions.

While these linguistic, educational, and ethical gaps are significant, they must be understood
within the broader framework of the actual labor performed by journalists. Nicole S. Cohen
(2019) argues that research has often ignored the actual labor and everyday experiences of
journalists. Most studies look at the final article, but they forget to ask how the working
conditions, such as low pay and high stress, affect the quality of the reporting. This study aims
to fill that gap by looking at Kenya through the lens of Rick and Hanitzsch’s (2024) model of
precarity. Understanding these conditions is essential because when working conditions

worsen, the quality of information that the public relies on also suffers.

3.2 Ethics and Market Forces

A central part of this precarious reality involves the ethical dilemmas created by financial
instability. Skjerdal (2010) provides a comprehensive review of brown envelope journalism, a
practice where sources provide informal payments to reporters in exchange for coverage or
appreciation. In this extensive review, Skjerdal (2010) synthesizes over 70 studies across Sub-
Saharan Africa to map how these informal incentives have become institutionalized within
African journalism cultures. He illustrates that the phenomenon operates under various
localized terms, such as soli in Ghana or gombo in Cameroon, and is frequently normalized in
the form of sitting fees or travel allowances. Skjerdal (2010) categorizes the existing research
into four main analytical clusters: the empirical documentation of the practice, the impact of
poor economic conditions on newsrooms, the analysis of political and social influence, and
the broader discussion of ethical and professional concerns. A crucial finding across this
literature is the direct, structural link between the precarious economic basis of news
organizations and ethical behavior. Skjerdal (2010) highlights a profound tension between
normative, Western-centric journalism ethics and the material realities of African
practitioners. His analysis demonstrates that what official professional guidelines categorize

as bribery is often recontextualized by local journalists as a logistical survival mechanism. In
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Kenya, specifically, ethics codes like the Media Act (2007) exist but are often disconnected
from reality; journalists frequently lack the resources to even cover their own transport costs,
leading them to view these informal source payments as a necessary means of survival rather

than bribery.

These economic vulnerabilities make the newsroom particularly susceptible to outside
influence from powerful commercial actors. Maweu (2014) focuses on one of Kenya's largest
media houses, the Nation Media Group, to examine how market forces influence ethical
decision-making. Using a critical political economy framework, Maweu (2014) documents
how advertisers interfere with the news through the withdrawal of advertisements or directly
killing stories to please corporate clients. Maweu’s (2014) findings conclude that in a highly
commercialized environment like Kenya, journalists often feel forced to prioritize commercial
interests over the public interest. This explains why the threat to environmental journalism
comes not just from a lack of resources, but from a structured dependence on the very

corporations that may be causing environmental harm.

4. The Theoretical Framework

This chapter outlines the theoretical framework used to analyze the challenges of
environmental journalism in Kenya. By combining perspectives on precarious labor, market
censorship, and an expanded definition of safety, the study creates a multi-layered model to

understand both the visible and invisible obstacles in the profession.

4.1 Working Conditions and the Concept of Precarity

To analyze the everyday lives of journalists, this study utilizes the framework of working
conditions provided by Eurofound (2021). Working conditions are defined as the significant
features of how workers experience their jobs, encompassing both the physical environment

and the social and organizational context.

This study focuses on four specific dimensions of labor quality. First, it examines job
prospects, including contractual status and job security. Second, it looks at work intensity,
covering the pace of work and the emotional demands of reporting on climate disasters. Third,
it explores working time and its impact on the journalist's work-life balance. Finally, it

examines skills use, investigating whether journalists possess the specialized training required
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to translate scientific jargon into accessible news. These dimensions serve as the baseline for

evaluating whether the environment for climate reporting is sustainable or exploitative.

The deterioration of these working conditions is best understood through the concept of
precarity. Rick and Hanitzsch (2024) describe precarity not just as a lack of money, but as a
state of insecurity caused by broader political and economic forces. In journalism, precarity
erodes professional autonomy and limits the ability of the press to act as a watchdog. The

study distinguishes between two critical types of insecurity:

Material Precarity: This refers to the lack of financial resources, such as low pay or the
absence of travel reimbursements for field reporting. In this study, material precarity is used

to analyze how a lack of stable salary forces journalists into ethical dilemmas.

Social and Organizational Precarity: This involves the lack of protection from unions or
supportive newsroom management. When journalists feel isolated, their agency to pursue

dangerous environmental stories decreases.

4.2 Multi-Dimensional Journalistic Safety and Market Censorship

This state of precarity is directly linked to the physical and mental well-being of the reporter.
This study adopts the expanded framework proposed by Slavtcheva-Petkova et al. (2023),
which argues that safety is multi-dimensional and must be understood through several layers

of potential threats:

Physical Threats: This includes the risk of arbitrary arrest, assault, or police violence,
particularly when covering protests or investigating environmental crimes. Safety in this

dimension is defined by the absence of physical harm.

Psychological Threats: Beyond physical assault, this includes the trauma of witnessing
climate disasters and the pressure placed on a journalist's family. Psychological safety is
achieved when newsrooms provide formal structures for emotional support, rather than

leaving journalists to manage professional trauma as a private burden.

Digital Threats: This involves the risk of surveillance or harassment through digital platforms.
Digital safety is therefore the protection of communication and the absence of online

intimidation when investigating sensitive topics.
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Financial Insecurity as a Safety Risk: Slavtcheva-Petkova (2023) argues that if a journalist
lacks financial safety, they are more vulnerable to expert gatekeeping and corruption. Without
financial independence, a journalist cannot afford to remain detached from the powerful

actors they investigate.

When financial safety is compromised, the newsroom becomes increasingly susceptible to
what Maweu (2014) terms market censorship. This theory highlights a fundamental clash
between journalistic values (truth-seeking) and capitalist values (profit-making). In this
framework, censorship is often a commercial dictate where stories that might offend major

advertisers are suppressed by editors to protect corporate interests.

4.3 Journalism Culture and the Developmental-Educative Role

Finally, to understand how these challenges shape professional identity, the study draws on
Hanitzsch’s (2007) dimensions of journalism culture. Journalism culture is not static; it is
shaped by how journalists perceive their institutional roles and their relationship to power. A
key dimension here is power distance, which defines whether journalists see themselves as

adversaries or collaborators with political and economic elites.

Within this culture, journalists adopt specific roles. While Western models often prioritize the
detached observer, Hanitzsch and Vos (2018) argue that journalists in developing contexts
often adopt a developmental educative role. In this capacity, journalists act as facilitators for
social progress, viewing their primary duty as educating and empowering the public. This
framework helps operationalize the specific roles of the Curator and Educator (Okoliko & de
Wit, 2023). This theoretical lens shifts the focus to how journalists act as a bridge, translating
complex scientific data into a context that local Kenyan communities can use. However, as
this study explores, the ability to maintain these roles is heavily dependent on the material and

safety conditions described above.
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5. Methodology

This chapter details the methodological choices made to fulfill the study's aim, justifying the
use of a qualitative approach and outlining the process of data collection and analysis. To
understand the complex and often sensitive challenges faced by environmental journalists in
Kenya, this study employs a qualitative research design. While a quantitative survey could
provide a broad overview, it would fail to capture the deeper meanings and professional
struggles of the individuals. As argued by Ekstrom and Larsson (2019), qualitative interviews
are ideal for exploring personal experiences and the meanings individuals attach to their lived

reality.

5.1 Semi-Structured Interviews

The empirical data for this study consists of qualitative interviews with ten environmental
journalists in Kenya. Throughout this thesis, the participants are intentionally referred to as
informants rather than respondents. In qualitative methodology, a respondent typically refers
to someone answering standardized questions, whereas an informant acts as an expert witness
who provides deep, contextual knowledge about their professional reality (Ekstrom &
Larsson, 2019). Given the complex political and economic landscapes of Kenyan media,
treating the journalists as active informants was crucial for uncovering nuanced structural

challenges.

The selection of informants followed specific inclusion criteria: participants had to be actively
working with environmental, climate, or sustainability journalism within Kenya, publishing
either in local media outlets or for international platforms. To build the sample, a combination

of purposive and snowball sampling was utilized.

The process began with a purposive approach, identifying an initial key contact, a prominent
Kenyan journalist whose name frequently appeared across environmental reportage. Contact
was established directly through professional outreach on social media (Facebook). Following
this initial interview, snowball sampling was employed. In the context of the Kenyan media,
where discussing political pressure, financial precarity, and censorship can carry professional

risk, snowball sampling was vital for building a chain of trust (Noy, 2008). By having
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established peers vouch for the researcher's integrity, subsequent informants felt secure

sharing sensitive experiences regarding safety and media freedom.

The final sample consists of ten informants aged between 20 and 60 years, capturing a diverse
cross-section of the industry including radio, television, print, and freelance journalism. One
informant also holds editorial responsibilities, offering insight into newsroom management,

while several others frequently bridge environmental reporting with health and science beats.

5.2 Execution and Transcription Process

To ensure rich data and a high degree of contextual proximity, the interviews were conducted
on-site in person. This face-to-face execution allowed for a more natural conversational flow
and helped establish rapport in a high-trust environment. The interviews followed a semi-
structured format to balance consistency with flexibility. While a prepared interview guide
ensured that the core research questions were addressed, the framework allowed for
spontaneous follow-up questions, and, the open-ended nature allowed the informants to steer
the dialogue toward the systemic challenges they found most critical, such as material
precarity and institutional silence. A comprehensive overview of the core questions used

during these sessions can be found in the attached interview guide (see Appendix).

The interviews were conducted in English, the official language of professional journalism in
Kenya, and lasted between one and two hours. All sessions were audio-recorded with the

explicit consent of the participants.

The transcription process was completed using automated transcription software (Microsoft
Word), which provided a baseline text. To ensure high validity and accuracy, the researcher
manually reviewed every transcript word-for-word against the original audio. This rigorous
post-correction process was used not only to rectify software errors but also to systematically
note non-verbal communication, such as hesitations, gestures, or emotional emphasis,

ensuring that the subtle nuances of the informants' testimonies were preserved for analysis.

5.3 Thematic Analysis and Abductive Approach
Once the data was transcribed, it was organized through a thematic analysis using an

abductive approach. As defined by Braun and Clarke (2006), thematic analysis is a tool for

16



identifying and analyzing patterns, or themes, within the data. The abductive process meant
moving back and forth between the empirical data and existing academic literature. In
practice, the analysis was executed through a rigorous multi-step coding process. First, the
transcripts were read repeatedly to achieve data immersion. Followed by a process where
initial codes were generated manually by highlighting and color-coding significant phrases,
recurring professional vocabulary, and emotional expressions directly within the text
documents. Third, these codes were extracted and sorted into an analytical matrix to identify
broader overarching themes (see Appendix for the Coding Scheme). Themes were identified
based on both their frequency across the interviews and their relevance to the research
questions. For instance, if a specific type of digital harassment was mentioned, it was included
if it represented a significant shift in the safety landscape, even if not experienced by every
informant. Finally, these empirical themes were contextualized and refined using the

established theoretical framework of critical political economy and journalistic roles.

5.4 Ethical Considerations

Strict ethical guidelines were followed when gathering and analyzing the data. It was
paramount to protect the privacy of the participants. Participation was entirely voluntary, and
to protect the journalists from any professional repercussions or security risks, all informants
have been strictly anonymized. In the text, they are referred to exclusively by numbers, such

as "Informant 1" or "Informant 2."

In accordance with research ethics and GDPR guidelines, personal data was handled with
great care. No transcripts were uploaded to public cloud servers, and all files were stored
locally on encrypted drives. Informants were informed that they could opt out of the study at
any time and that all personal recordings would be permanently deleted once the thesis was

graded.

5.5 Validity and Reliability

The scientific quality of the study is evaluated through the concepts of validity and reliability.
Validity refers to how accurately the study reflects the phenomena it intends to measure
(Ekstrom & Johansson, 2019). To ensure this, the interview guide was designed to directly
support the research goals, and findings were continuously checked against the theoretical

framework.
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Reliability was strengthened through transparency regarding the recruitment, the face-to-face
execution, and the meticulous coding process. While data saturation was largely reached after
ten interviews, the sample primarily consists of English-speaking journalists in urban areas.
Therefore, the findings provide a deep look at the specific experiences of reporting on the

environment in Kenya today, rather than a general claim for all of Africa.

5.6 Methodological Reflection and Positionalitity

Conducting qualitative research within a complex socio-political landscape requires a high
level of reflexivity regarding the researcher’s role and positionality. As a Western researcher
conducting fieldwork in Kenya through the Minor Field Studies (MFS) program, my
positionality as an outsider presents both analytical advantages and methodological
challenges. Being an outsider may have allowed me to approach the Kenyan media structures

with a degree of analytical distance, free from local institutional allegiances.

However, this outsider status also introduced a potential cultural barrier, particularly when
discussing sensitive and high-risk topics such as corporate bribery, state censorship, and
personal security. To mitigate the risk of suspicion or guarded responses, the decision to rely
on snowball sampling was highly deliberate. Utilizing an established peer-to-peer
recommendation chain allowed me to navigate my outsider position by utilizing a pre-
established baseline of trust. Furthermore, being physically present on-site in Kenya for an
extended period allowed for continuous observation of the local everyday environment, which
substantially bridged the contextual gap. By remaining constantly reflexive of my own
background throughout the interview and analysis process, I aimed to ensure that the
informants' narratives were interpreted with deep respect for their material and cultural
realities.

Finally, a methodological reflection must be made regarding the weight given to individual
informants within the final analysis. While all ten interviews were vital to achieving data
saturation and establishing a comprehensive overview, certain informants, particularly senior
editors and highly experienced investigative journalists, provided more structurally detailed
and theoretically dense accounts. These expansive testimonies naturally led to a higher
frequency of direct quotes from specific individuals in the text. Conversely, other informants
offered more concise, validating accounts. Rather than indicating an analytical bias or the

exclusion of conflicting data, this variation reflects the diverse professional baselines within

18



the sample. The shorter testimonies were critically utilized to corroborate the overarching
thematic patterns and verify data saturation, ensuring that the final analysis represents a

collective reality rather than isolated experiences.

6. Result and Analysis

The following sections present the findings of the study. The result reveals that Kenyan
environmental journalists operate within a high-pressure environment characterized by
systemic precarity and structural constraints. These challenges are categorized into eight main
areas: physical safety, linguistic barriers, technical complexity, economic instability, market

censorship, narrative choices, source accessibility, and government gatekeeping.

While the informants express a strong professional commitment to their role as educators and
curators of climate information, their agency is frequently limited by the material reality of
the industry. Each section below details these obstacles, starting with the most immediate
risks to physical safety and concluding with the political pressures that shape the

environmental narrative in Kenya.
6.1 The Peril of Dissent and Physical Safety

The most critical and immediate challenge identified by the informants is the physical risk
associated with environmental reporting. Beyond the technical or economic hurdles,
environmental journalists face many threats to their safety. There is a direct physical and
psychological danger that environmental journalists face when their reporting intersects with
powerful economic and political interests. In Kenya, environmental stories are often not just

about nature, they involve land rights, mining, and large-scale corruption.

One informant (Journalist 1) described the immediate escalation of danger when reporting on

financial interests:

As soon as there is corruption and a lot of money involved, you have to watch your
step... It could be that someone is reporting on and investigating a very dangerous actor,

and then there are immediate death threats. (Journalist 1)

This highlights that climate journalism in the Global South is frequently an act of high-risk

investigative reporting. According to Slavtcheva-Petkova et al. (2023), journalistic safety
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must be understood through an expanded framework. It is not only about protection from
physical violence but also about the psychological trauma caused by constant surveillance and

the fear of retaliation.

A vivid example of this psychological pressure was shared in the interview with Journalist 5,

where a journalist was followed while investigating local funding (bursaries):

She had done a story on bursaries... they started like trailing her she couldn't even move
really in the supermarket she could see like... someone is following me until when she

told our organization she got to a safe place for like three months. (Journalist 5)

This type of trailing or surveillance creates what informants describe as a chilling effect,
where journalists may choose to self-censor to avoid becoming targets. Maweu (2014) argues
that in the Kenyan media landscape, there is a constant clash between journalistic values and
the interests of the powerful. While Maweu focuses on advertisers, the interviews show that
this pressure extends to "dangerous actors" (Journalist 1) who use intimidation to stop stories

that threaten their profits.

Furthermore, the threat is not always a direct death threat; it can be legal safety issues, such as
being sued or harassed by state actors. Slavtcheva-Petkova et al. (2023) emphasize that for a
journalist to be truly safe, they must have financial safety, the resources to protect themselves

legally and the ability to find a safe place (as noted from Journalist 5).

When the state or large corporations are involved in illegal trade or environmental
destruction, the journalist becomes a target because they are seen as an obstacle to profit. This
confirms that environmental journalism in Kenya is a frontline profession where safety risks

are a structural part of the job, rather than isolated incidents.

The interviews reveal a profound lack of institutional protection for journalists, leaving them
in a state of individualized risk. When investigative stories on environmental crimes or land
disputes trigger legal or physical threats, media houses often offer only minimal support. One
informant (Journalist 2) estimated that journalists are left to fend for themselves 95% of the
time, noting that while mainstream media might provide limited legal aid, personal safety is

entirely the individual's responsibility:
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They will just, majority of them will leave you somewhere to budget it out yourself...
personal safety they will always tell you like 'be ensure that the kind of service you are

doing, you'll be safer.' It is you for yourself as a journalist most of the time. (Journalist 2)

This lack of institutional safety forces journalists to adopt extreme survival strategies.
Informants described how high-profile investigative reporters must disappear or go into
hiding for months when a sensitive story is about to break to avoid being kidnapped or
pressured. The danger is not only directed at the journalists themselves but is frequently

extended to their families to ensure silence. As one Journalist 5 vividly described:

They can even go after your family and tell your mom '"produce your daughter.' Or just
warn her, tell your daughter not to pursue this story. So if my mom is threatened, who

am [ to continue with that story? (Journalist 5)

This psychological warfare is often coupled with brown envelope tactics at the highest
editorial levels. Several informants testified that powerful actors, such as county governors,
bypass the reporter entirely and pay the editor to kill a story (Journalist 5). In some cases,
journalists are actively encouraged by their peers or superiors to use their investigative
findings as leverage for bribery rather than public information. One informant recalled being
told that if they wanted to drive a luxury car, they should poke powerful politicians with

investigative findings until they come with money (Journalist 5).

The risks described by the informants illustrate the dangerous nature of power distance in
Kenyan journalism (Hanitzsch, 2007). Power dynamics in Kenyan journalism, which can be
understood through Hanitzsch's (2007) concept of power distance. While the journalists
attempt to maintain a critical, interventionist distance from those in power, the political elite
often expects a collaborative or submissive press. When journalists refuse to close this
distance, they are met with physical and psychological threats intended to force them back

into silence.

These accounts confirm that environmental journalism in Kenya is hindered by a dual threat:
the external fear of physical harm to one's family and the internal corruption of the newsroom.
According to Slavtcheva-Petkova et al. (2023), this environment erodes the safety of the soul,
as journalists are forced to choose between their professional integrity, their financial

survival, and the lives of their loved ones.
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6.2 The Problem of Jargon and the Role of Educator

In addition to these physical risks, another significant challenge is that environmental and
climate issues are perceived as technically difficult and filled with jargon (scientific
terminology). This technical barrier often discourages journalists, who may prefer to cover

more straightforward topics such as politics or crime.
One informant explained the difficulty of competing with simpler news beats:

In newsrooms, not many journalists want to do these environmental stories because they
are full of jargon... Someone would prefer to go for a function, a news event... or just do
a straightforward crime story than breaking down the technicalities of a science journal.

( Journalist 2)

This sentiment is echoed by several participants who describe climate change as a technical
subject that is not easily digested. The struggle is not only for the journalist to understand the
data but also to break it down for a local audience. One journalist noted that even when they

try to use different words to explain a concept, it often remains too complex for the layman.

This finding aligns with Okoliko and de Wit (2023), who argue that environmental journalists
in Kenya actually act as curators or educators. They are not merely reporting facts, they are

translating a global scientific language into a local context.

This educational ambition can be theoretically understood through what Hanitzsch and Vos
(2018, p.155) describe as a “developmental-educative role”. In this capacity, the journalist
moves beyond being a detached observer to become a facilitator of social progress. By
actively breaking down jargon, the informants aim to empower the public with the knowledge

necessary to participate in national environmental development.

This is particularly difficult in Kenya, where journalists must navigate numerous local
dialects. While the existing literature notes the challenge of reporting science in English, the
struggle to construct entirely new terminology within distinct indigenous dialects represents a
critical practical barrier highlighted by the informants. One informant highlighted the
challenge of finding a name for climate change in their local dialect so that the community

could relate to it.
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The lack of formal education in this field worsens the problem. Several informants pointed

out that the Kenyan education system lacks specialized training:

We train them because we realize in Kenya as we speak, there is no journalism training
school that has a unit on environment reporting or science reporting... Most upcoming
journalists have a challenge. When they come in, they want to write politics because they

see the political coverage given in the newspapers. (Journalist 3)

Achieng et al. (2024) confirm this training gap, noting that many Kenyan journalists lack the
scientific background required for high-quality climate reporting. As a result, journalists often
must become self-taught or seek help from external networks. One informant described how
they had to learn before they could convey, essentially becoming a citizen scientist through

engagement with university lecturers and specialized journalist associations.

The informants describe a process of converting young journalists who are initially drawn to
sports or politics. By learning to do away with the terms and explain concepts like adaptation
in simple language, they attempt to bridge the gap between science and the real world.
However, as noted in the interviews, this process is voluntary and often happens outside the
formal media houses, which further highlights the precarious nature of specialized knowledge

in the Kenyan media landscape.
6.3 The Barrier of Language and Local Translation

A significant challenge for climate journalism in Kenya is the linguistic distance between
scientific terminology and the local languages spoken by the majority of the population. The
interviews reveal that much of the climate discourse is conducted in English, creating a barrier

that excludes those who do not speak the language.

One informant (Journalist 2) pointed out that many journalists simply use English terms

without explaining them:

We just talk about those terminologies as they are in English: adaptation, mitigation...
but they don't explain them like carbon trading, it's very complex... they're not well

translated. (Journalist 2)

This lack of local terminology means that the journalist must go beyond reporting and act as a

linguistic pioneer. As Okoliko and de Wit (2023, p.593) suggest, the journalist's role in this
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context is that of an “educator". However, this role is made nearly impossible when there's no
y imp

word for it (Journalist 2) in local dialects or even in Swahili.

The difficulty of reporting in Swahili, the national language, was highlighted by Journalist 8,

where a journalist admitted the limitations of the current media landscape:

I can't report on climate change in Swahili... what are some of the words even? It
becomes hard. And that means that you've left out a large portion of people who don't

understand English... we are also part of the problem. (Journalist 8)

This struggle to break down technicalities is not merely a pedagogical challenge for the
individual journalist, but a reflection of a broader linguistic crisis. As highlighted by
UNESCO (2019), the lack of a scientific vocabulary in African languages means that
journalists are often forced to engage in linguistic innovation on the fly. When the informants
describe the difficulty of translating global climate data for a local layman, they are
essentially trying to bridge what scholars call a lexical gap, a systemic absence of equivalent
terms for concepts like biodiversity or adaptation in the local vernacular (UNESCO, 2019).
This confirms that the role of the environmental journalist in Kenya extends beyond reporting;
they act as linguistic pioneers who must invent metaphors or descriptive phrases to give

meaning to phenomena that the language itself has not yet codified.

This linguistic exclusion is a critical finding. If the majority of newspapers are in English and
the technical terms lack Swahili equivalents, climate change remains an elite subject. Achieng
et al. (2024) argue that for climate news to be effective, it must be localized. The interviews
show that while there are efforts to "make up words" (Journalist 8) to solve this, these new

terms are often difficult to memorize and spread.

The informants describe a situation where they are seated and wondering when they see new
Swahili translations on television, indicating that even professional journalists struggle with
the evolving terminology. This reinforces the idea of material and social precarity (Rick &

Hanitzsch, 2024), as journalists lack the institutional tools such as standardized glossaries or

translation support to reach the communities most affected by climate change.

By failing to bridge this language gap, the media unintentionally reinforces a top-down
information flow where complex concepts like carbon trading remain abstractions for local

communities, rather than tools for survival. The journalist is caught in a struggle to be a

24



“curator" (Okoliko & de Wit, 2023, p.592) of information that the audience literally does not

have the vocabulary to receive.
6.4 The Economic Struggle of Climate Reporting

Another major theme identified in the interviews is the severe lack of resources and the
personal financial risk taken by environmental journalists. This economic pressure manifests
as a form of material precarity, a concept defined by Rick and Hanitzsch (2024) as an
insecurity where the journalist lacks the basic material resources and stable income necessary

to perform their work independently.

In the Kenyan context, this precarity is most visible in the lack of reimbursement for transport
and field research. One informant described the hierarchy within the newsroom, where

climate news is sidelined in favor of more profitable beats:

The priority is given to politics and business and sports. So you are told to jump into a

matatu... if you're not in their payroll, they don't reimburse your transport. (Journalist 3)

This lack of institutional support forces journalists to fund their own reporting, requiring what
the informants describe as a thick skin. In the Kenyan context, this material precarity is
vividly illustrated by the reliance on matatus, the informal, often overcrowded minibuses that
constitute the primary mode of transport for many. The informants highlight the irony and
danger of this reality. Even a serious journalist, tasked with reporting on complex global
crises, is often forced to navigate these precarious logistics sometimes risking psysical safety
by rushing to catch moving vehicles in chaotic transit hubs. This demonstrates that
professional status offers no protection against the structural economic challenges of the
industry. Regardless of their expertise, environmental journalists must frequently sacrifice
their professional dignity and subject themselves to unpredictable transport conditions just to

access the field.

Many media outlets are underfunded and do not have enough money to pay for journalists
field trips. This lack of financial resources shapes the types of stories that get told. Several
informants noted that since COVID-19, there has been a shift toward conference-based
reporting instead of investigative work in the field. This is part of a broader global trend in
journalism where newsrooms have less money to send reporters out to investigate stories

firsthand:

25



That is why you are seeing most of the climate stories is conference based, workshops,
because journalists actually don't have a lot of more resources to go to the field.

(Journalist 9)

This dependence on workshops and conferences happens because the daily budgets of media
houses only cover local news. They do not provide enough money for journalists to travel to
remote areas. According to Skjerdal (2010), this creates an ethical crisis. When media houses
fail to provide a fair salary, or enough money for travel, journalists have to find other ways to
survive. This makes them more likely to be influenced by people who are willing to pay them

for specific stories

Skjerdal’s research on brown envelope journalism is particularly relevant here. While the
informants in this study primarily emphasize their passion and thick skin, the lack of
reimbursement for basic costs like transport creates a vacuum. If a journalist is sent to a
remote location without a travel budget, the temptation to accept facilitation or sitting fees
from an Non-Governmental Organization (NGO) or a government source increases. As Rick
and Hanitzsch (2024) argue, precarity is not just about low pay; it is about a lack of agency.
When a Kenyan journalist must pay for their own transport to a climate summit, it becomes
harder for them to stay neutral. While the participants did not always admit to being
personally tempted, they described a system where allowances from event organizers often
become a necessary source of income. This creates a situation where the journalist may feel a

sense of debt toward the source, making it difficult to write critical or investigative stories.

Furthermore, the informants highlighted a paradox. While Kenya has a vibrant civic space
compared to the surrounding region, this freedom of speech is hindered by a lack of freedom
of movement due to empty pockets. This confirms that even in a democracy with active civic
spaces, material precarity acts as a silent form of censorship, limiting climate stories to the

safety of urban workshops instead of the frontlines of environmental change.

This economic vacuum leads to what Achieng et al. (2024) describe as the NGO-fication of
environmental journalism. When mainstream media houses fail to provide travel budgets or
specialized training, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and international donors step in
to fill the void. These organizations often provide the logistics and facilitation that media
houses refuse to cover. While this allows important stories to be told, Achieng et al. (2024)
warn that it creates a new form of dependency. The journalist’s agenda may shift from

independent watchdog reporting toward the specific goals of the donor organization. In the
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interviews, this is evident in how journalists rely on NGOs for both data and access to the
field, further blurring the lines between independent journalism and environmental advocacy.
As a result, the freedom to report on climate change in Kenya is often a conditional freedom,
tethered to the availability of external funding rather than a robust, self-sustaining local media

economy.

6.5 The Difficulty to Reach the Audience

A recurring challenge for the informants is the struggle to maintain audience engagement in
the face of what they describe as media fatigue or compassion fatigue (Mcintyre, 2019).
Several journalists noted that traditional environmental reporting often relies on a doom and
gloom narrative, focusing heavily on death, hunger, and disaster, which eventually causes the

audience to stop caring or actively avoid the news.

One informant (Journalist 1) described how news can become a strange product when

journalists and NGOs constantly "ramp up the numbers" to get attention:

People don't read it anymore because you drive up the numbers. News becomes a damn
strange product in the end... It's harmful to report big things, about people dying, and
then just leave it at that. You don't know what is what. I feel this with climate reporting...

some things here are pitch black. (Journalist 1)

This observation aligns with Mclntyre (2019), who argues that purely conflict-based or
tragedy-focused news coverage contributes to public apathy. To counter this, several
informants have consciously shifted their reporting approach toward solutions journalism,
where journalists focus on constructive responses to social and environmental crises. (Hiles &

Hinnant, 2014).

In the context of climate reporting, this is often expressed by the informants as resilience
reporting. This definition emphasizes a move away from documenting degradation toward
investigating how communities adapt to environmental threats. By focusing on agency rather
than just disaster, journalists attempt to foster a sense of self-efficacy in an audience otherwise

prone to compassion fatigue (Mclntyre, 2019).

The interview with Journalist 2 explained their deliberate branding strategy:
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I personally branded myself as a solution-based journalist... if you look at most of these
climate stories, they sound like doom, doom, like something bad is happening... I focus
on what can we do... how are the local people involved in implementing projects to

reverse the trends of climate change impacts? (Journalist 2)

By focusing on local agency, such as how community members help protect migratory birds
at a wind farm or use reproductive science to save rhinos, the journalists aim to increase the
audience's sense of self-efficacy (Mclntyre, 2019). As Hiles and Hinnant (2014) point out,
this perspective is crucial for climate journalists who believe that highlighting successful
adaptation can empower the public rather than paralyzing them with fear. The goal is to make
the monster of climate change relatable and human centered. Journalist 2 noted that a creative,
relatable story can make people read about technical subjects like the green transition or

carbon markets without them even realizing they are engaging with a complex scientific topic.

This shift is also an organizational necessity. Newsrooms have begun to realize that alarming
headlines ("we are all dying in 2030") can backfire. Journalist 5 recalled an in-house training

session where the newsroom discussed:

How can we improve our reporting so that people will actually want to read stories on
climate change? Because people tend to not like things that are alarming... the media can

frame the stories to give hope and inspire. (Journalist 5)

However, informants emphasize that this hopeful reporting requires more initiative than
standard news beats. It requires the journalist to be a "curator" (Okoliko & de Wit, 2023,
p.595), spending time in the field to find the human angle behind the technical jargon. As
noted in the interviews, when stories are "handed delicately" and linked to community
successes, they not only attract readers but also attract feedback and new opportunities from

global organizations.

Ultimately, the choice to pursue solutions-based reporting is presented as a way to bridge the
gap between technical policy and community reality. It serves as a tool to fight the material
and organizational precarity (Rick & Hanitzsch, 2024) of the industry by creating high-value,
specialized content that stands out in a shrieking media landscape where straightforward

crime stories or standard politics are otherwise the default.
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6.6 The Lack of Access to Credible Sources

A major structural hurdle for climate journalism in Kenya is the difficulty of accessing
credible data and government sources. The informants describe a rigid bureaucracy that often
hinders timely reporting, particularly when the information sought might reflect negatively on

state agencies.

One informant (Journalist 3) detailed the exhausting process of seeking government
interviews, noting that it can take a month just to get an agreement for an interview due to a

chain of command where one official must consult another indefinitely:

The biggest challenge is when you want to get information or to talk to researchers and
scientists who work in government... they will take you in circles in circles. But
eventually, you may get it, but after a lot of bidding. And then they say, “Can you send

this to us before you cover so that we can have a look?" (Journalist 3)

This desire for government officials to review stories before publication is a clear example of
what Slavtcheva-Petkova et al. (2023) describe as a threat to editorial safety and
independence. The informants suggest that this skepticism stems from a deep-seated mistrust,
government officials often fear that journalists will sensationalize or distort technical
information to gain more readers. This creates a defensive environment where, as journalist 5
noted, officials are "always very, very careful" because they view journalism as a threat to

their public relations efforts rather than a pursuit of truth.

Interestingly, there is a contrast between government agencies and the private or academic
sectors. Informants find it significantly easier to access information from NGOs and
university professors, who are described as more open to providing an interview. This gap in
accessibility means that the expert voice in Kenyan climate news often shifts away from the
state and toward the NGO sector, confirming Achieng et al. (2024)'s findings that Kenyan

journalists rely heavily on non-state actors for credible data.

However, the interviews also reveal a positive trend in trust-building, particularly among
specialized science journalists. One editor (Journalist 10) explained that while there was a
total lack of trust in the past, decades of deliberate interaction and training have broken down

these barriers:
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There was a lack of trust... but that mistrust has been broken down through several
interactions between journalists and researchers. In today's environmental reporting,
researchers are opening up, albeit slowly. There is a mutual respect. Some scientists will
even give you a call and say, “My guy, we have something here, can you do a follow-

up”’? (Journalist 10)

This specialization is highlighted as a key factor in improving the quality of reporting. The
move away from the older model, where any journalist was assigned to any breaking news
story regardless of their expertise, toward a model of specialized beats has allowed for deeper
background knowledge. By following a specific topic over time, journalists build the

authority needed to gain the respect of researchers.

Despite this progress in the scientific community, the local communities remain the most
accessible and willing sources. While the government remains skeptical as the gatekeeper of
expert information, local communities are often eager to share evidence of environmental
change. Journalist 5 recalled receiving a photo from a local in northern Kenya showing water

that had turned blue:

The people can be freely to talk but now getting the credible sources maybe from
government getting their voice that one now becomes a challenge. The locals are very
willing to share information... but the government is skeptical to tell you what's

happening because they are the experts. (Journalist 5)

This dynamic creates a tension where the journalist must balance the lived experience of the
citizens with the official data of the state. This is a task made difficult by a bureaucracy that

often treats environmental data as a sensitive political asset rather than a public good.

6.7 The Issue of Government Control and Tourism Stories

A significant barrier to environmental accountability in Kenya is the strategic withholding of
information by government agencies, particularly when environmental crises threaten key
economic sectors like tourism. The interviews reveal a pattern of narrative control, where the
state prioritizes a positive national image over transparent reporting of environmental

disasters.

One informant (Journalist 5) described how official reporting on natural disasters, such as

floods in national parks, is often sanitized to avoid discouraging visitors:
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They just want those positive stories... right now we are having floods and Amboseli had
flooded, the airplanes couldn't even land there. But still, they can't tell that story from
that angle... they are not saying the truth on the ground... because they know they will be

now interfering with tourists. (Journalist 5)

This finding illustrates a clash between the public's right to know and the state's capitalist
interests. According to Maweu (2014), this type of interference is not limited to private
advertisers but extends to the state when it acts as a corporate entity protecting its revenue
streams. By framing a flood not as a crisis but as a minor logistical detour, the government

effectively engages in a form of institutional greenwashing or crisis-denial.

The challenge becomes even more acute when dealing with man-made environmental crimes,
such as oil leaks. The informants highlight a clear divide between the willingness of the

public to speak and the skepticism of the authorities:

The people can be freely to talk... the locals are very willing to share information... but
getting the credible sources maybe from government, getting their voice, that one now
becomes a challenge. [The government is] skeptical to tell you what's happening because

they are now the experts and they're the ones with the information. (Journalist 5)

This expert gatekeeping creates a major obstacle for source criticism. When the state holds the
monopoly on technical data (such as water quality or the extent of an oil spill), they can

effectively kill a story by simply refusing to provide the necessary official voice.

This dynamic places the journalist in a precarious position. As Slavtcheva-Petkova et al.
(2023) argue, journalistic safety is also about legal and professional safety. When a journalist
has photos from locals showing blue water in northern Kenya but lacks an official
government statement to verify the cause, publishing the story becomes a legal risk. The
skepticism of the government serves as a powerful tool of censorship. By remaining silent,

they make the story too risky or unverified for mainstream media houses to publish.

Ultimately, this theme shows that environmental journalism in Kenya is a struggle against a
state apparatus that views environmental data as a threat to its economic reputation. The
journalist is caught between the unverified evidence of the citizens and the strategic silence of

the state, a gap that often results in the marginalization of urgent environmental warnings.
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6.8 The Dominant Influence of Commercial Interests

Another and perhaps the most pervasive challenge identified by the informants is the
influence of commercial interests on editorial independence. In the Kenyan media landscape,
where media houses are heavily dependent on advertising revenue, large corporations and

banks exercise a significant amount of power over what stories are published and which ones

are killed.

An editor (Journalist 10) provided an honest and practical insight into how newsrooms
prioritize stories. They explained that when space in the newspaper or airtime is limited, the
paying customer (the advertiser) is always the priority. This means that environmental stories

are often pushed aside to make room for advertisements:

I’'m going to be honest... your story might die if a certain story comes from an advertiser.
If it’s a bank and they have a sponsorship and they bring a story of maybe three quarters

[of a page], yours will automatically die. (Journalist 10)

This phenomenon is what Maweu (2014) categorizes as a clash between journalistic and
capitalist values. In her study of the Kenyan media, Maweu argues that the drive for profit
often leads to market censorship, where the public interest is sacrificed to satisfy shareholders
and corporate clients. The informants describe this as an inescapable dictate within the

newsroom.

This internal pressure reflects what Hanitzsch (2007) identifies as a high degree of market
orientation, a dimension of journalism culture where the news is treated primarily as a
commodity and the audience as consumers rather than citizens. In such an environment, the
media house’s institutional goals are shifted away from public service toward satisfying the

financial interests of corporate clients and shareholders.

The power of multinational companies and major domestic actors, such as
telecommunications giants, creates no-go zones for investigative journalism. One informant
(Journalist 3) explained that any story with negative connotations regarding major advertisers

simply will not see the light of day:

If the stories have negative connotations on [a major telecom company], they’re not
likely to take it. They will not take it. They will kill it. It just dies. It has happened to

me... Ownership really does affect. If it’s a state-owned media again, you cannot do a
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story that brings the government in bad light. It’s killed, it’s spiked, and that is it.
(Journalist 3)

This systemic pressure leads to a situation where journalists feel owned by the corporations
they are supposed to monitor. One informant (Journalist 4) used a powerful metaphor to
describe this lack of agency, stating that it feels like being "fed junk and you must eat it." The
economic logic is simple but brutal: criticizing a major advertiser means losing revenue, and

losing revenue means journalists do not get paid.

[A major telecom company] is ... sustaining the mainstream media in Kenya... So you
criticize, you don't get money. And when you don't get money, generally you don't get
paid. This is where the problem is... no media will report this for fear of losing the

revenue from the advertisement.(Journalist 4)

This confirms the theory of organizational precarity (Rick & Hanitzsch, 2024). The insecurity
is not just about the individual journalist's contract, but about the media house's total
dependence on corporate goodwill. For environmental journalism, this is particularly
damaging. Many of the most important climate stories involve investigating the very banks,
telecommunications firms, and multinational food corporations (like Del Monte, mentioned

by Journalist 4) that fund the media houses.

Ultimately, this advertiser's dictate acts as a form of structural censorship that is more
invisible than government repression but just as effective. As Maweu (2014) highlights, when
the market decides what is news, environmental issues are often pushed aside unless they can
be framed in a way that is safe for advertisers, such as through corporate social responsibility
stories or non-critical solutions. The informants’ experiences show that in Kenya, global
environmental patterns are often easier to report on than corporate negligence, because the

local corporations hold the purse strings of the newsroom.

A central ethical challenge identified in the interviews is the phenomenon of brown envelope
journalism, the practice of journalists receiving facilitation or sitting fees from sources to
cover stories. In the Kenyan context, this is not merely a question of individual greed but is

deeply rooted in the structural and economic precarity of the industry.

The interviews reveal a stark contrast between international and local media houses. While

international outlets like Mongabay or ScienceNet are described as covering logistics,
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transport, and accommodation (Journalist 2), Kenyan mainstream media often leave

journalists to fend for themselves:

Kenyan papers, no... sometimes you are going to an event where you're using your own
money... the story will be used okay, but you'll not be paid for the expenses you

incurred.(Journalist 2)

This lack of reimbursement creates what Rick and Hanitzsch (2024) call material precarity,
where the journalist lacks the basic means to perform their job. When a journalist is told to
"jump into a matatu" (Journalist 2) at their own expense, a financial vacuum is created.
Skjerdal (2010) argues that this is precisely where brown envelopes become a survival
strategy. If the media house does not pay for transport, the journalist becomes dependent on

the source (an NGO, a corporation, or a politician) to cover logistics.

One informant (Journalist 6) noted how “smooth" and "helpful" it can be when a source offers

to cover logistics for a story:

Obviously most of the time with really well commissioned stories you'll be like oh I'm
gonna cover your logistics... and it's usually really smooth and they're always really

really helpful. (Journalist 6)

While this may seem practical, Skjerdal (2010) highlights that such facilitation fundamentally
compromises the role of the journalist as a watchdog. It creates a dependency culture where
the source controls the journalist’s ability to even reach the location of the story. This is
further exacerbated by the fact that many journalists have seen their salaries “slashed by a

half" since COVID-19 and never restored (Journalist 6).

The testimony from the informants emphasizes that the issue of brown envelopes is not a
matter of seeking luxury or dignified transport, but a direct consequence of this systemic
financial starvation. Journalist 8 describes a desperate situation where media houses, deprived
of government advertising revenue unless they are politically aligned, are forced to operate on

arrears. This creates a vacuum where ethical journalism becomes a luxury:

Imagine your salary was slashed during the pandemic and now you also have to receive
lesser pay... it now leads us back to corruption because if a journalist doesn't have their

salary on time... and here is a company you're doing a story about, and they're offering to
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pay you to kill their story. What will they do? They will go for the money. And that's

why now the corruption is at its core. (Journalist 8)

This confirms that in the Kenyan context, the brown envelope is often a structural necessity
rather than an individual moral failure. When the state weaponizes advertising revenue and
media houses fail to provide a living wage, the journalist’s independence is effectively traded

for survival.

The precarity is also evident in how journalists prioritize their portfolio and bylines over
financial compensation. One informant admitted to being obsessed with their byline
(Journalist 2), willing to incur personal debt just to see their name in the paper. However, this
passion is exploited by a system that provides ample time but no budget, effectively forcing

journalists to seek external funding in the form of bribes or fees to survive.

Ultimately, the interviews suggest that ethical journalism in Kenya is a luxury that many
cannot afford. When salaries are halved and transport is not reimbursed, the brown envelope
is no longer an ethical choice but a structural necessity for the story to exist at all. As Rick
and Hanitzsch (2024) conclude, precarity erodes professional autonomy; a journalist who
cannot afford the bus fare to a climate site cannot truly be independent from the person who

pays for the ticket.

7. Discussion

The aim of this study has been to explore the structural and personal challenges facing
environmental journalists in Kenya, and the findings reveal a professional landscape defined
by a profound tension between journalistic ideals and material reality. By analyzing the
interviews through the lenses of precarity, journalism culture, and expanded safety, it
becomes evident that the obstacles are not merely individual hurdles but systemic barriers that
threaten the democratization of climate information. The study has successfully addressed its
research questions by mapping out how economic instability, physical risks, and linguistic

gaps converge to limit the agency of the Kenyan press.

One of the most significant findings is the overwhelming influence of material precarity on
the journalists' ability to fulfill their developmental educative role. While the informants

expressed a deep commitment to acting as curators of climate science, as theorized by
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Okoliko and de Wit (2023), this professional identity is constantly undermined by the lack of
financial resources. When journalists cannot afford transport to the frontlines of climate
change, they become dependent on brown envelope journalism or NGO-led narratives, which
Skjerdal (2010) identifies as a direct consequence of a precarious economic base. This creates
a paradox where the journalists most needed to educate the public are the ones least

empowered to do so independently.

This economic vulnerability directly feeds into what Maweu (2014) describes as Market
Censorship. The results confirm that in the Kenyan media landscape, commercial dictates
often override public service values. The informants' testimonies about stories dying due to
advertiser pressure illustrate how market orientation (Hanitzsch, 2007) functions as an
invisible hand that silences critical environmental reporting. This confirms that the threat to
climate journalism is not just a lack of interest, but a structured dependence on the very
corporations that contribute to environmental degradation. Furthermore, the findings on
expanded safety (Slavtcheva-Petkova et al, 2023) show that financial insecurity is a safety
risk in itself; a journalist who cannot support their family is far more susceptible to the trauma

of surveillance and the pressure to self-censor.

To address these systemic failures, several solutions emerge from the data, primarily centered
on education and structural support. There is a clear need for organizations to facilitate a two-
way educational bridge between scientists and the media. Rather than scientists viewing the
media with suspicion, there is a space for organizations to train researchers on how to
communicate with journalists effectively, emphasizing mutual assistance rather than
sensationalism. For the journalists, specialized training is required not only in climate science
but in the literacy of survival, as well as learning how to navigate the lexical gap identified by

UNESCO (2019) to make climate news truly accessible to local communities.

However, education alone is insufficient without a change in the economic and protective
structures of the industry. Employers and international donors must step up to support
journalism that is particularly important but commercially unviable. A vital part of this
support system must be a formal mechanism for protection when journalists face threats. As
noted in the interviews, the burden of a threat is exponentially heavier for a journalist with
children or family responsibilities. A solution could involve a dedicated legal and financial

support fund for environmental reporters, ensuring that the risk of dissent does not equate to a
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loss of livelihood or safety. By providing this financial safety net, the industry could empower

journalists to reclaim their role as critical watchdogs.

In conclusion, while the shift toward Solutions Journalism and resilience reporting shows the
journalists' agency in trying to reach an exhausted audience, the structural constraints remain.
This study shows that the climate crisis in Kenyan journalism is as much an economic and

political crisis as it is an environmental one.

7.1 Limitations and Suggestions for Further Research

While this study provides a deep understanding of the structural challenges within the Kenyan
environmental press, it also contains certain limitations that shape the scope of its findings.
Methodologically, the study relied solely on qualitative interviews and did not incorporate
field observations. This means the data captures what journalists say they do and how they
perceive their situation, rather than directly documenting their real-time practices in the
newsroom or the field. Furthermore, the sample size primarily included English-speaking
journalists and only a single editor, which leaves out the specific perspectives and
organizational pressures unique to editors and high-level media managers. Despite these

limitations, the insights gained offer a valuable foundation for future academic inquiry.

To expand upon these findings, future research could benefit from comparative studies
between urban English-speaking newsrooms and vernacular media houses in rural Kenya.
This study has highlighted the lexical gap (UNESCO, 2019) as a major barrier, but
ethnographic research is required to understand how local language journalists creatively
bridge this gap on a daily basis. Exploring the indigenous terminology used to describe
climate change could provide vital insights into how environmental issues can be further

localized and democratized.

Additionally, future studies should look further into the role of digital platforms and
independent social media journalism in bypassing traditional market censorship. As legacy
media houses in Kenya remain heavily dependent on large corporate advertisers, it would be
valuable to investigate if decentralized digital spaces offer a more autonomous environment
for investigative environmental reporting, or if they merely replicate the same precarious

labor patterns.
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Finally, future studies could adopt a longitudinal approach to examine the long-term impact of
solutions-oriented reporting. While this thesis identifies Solutions Journalism as a
professional strategy to combat audience fatigue, more research is needed to determine if this
shift leads to increased political pressure for environmental policy changes over time.
Understanding the long-term relationship between news framing, audience engagement, and
legislative action remains a critical frontier for environmental communication research in the

Global South.

8. Conclusions

The aim of this study has been to explore the structural and personal challenges facing
environmental journalists in Kenya, and how these obstacles shape their reporting and
professional roles. Based on the empirical findings, the study concludes that the professional
landscape for Kenyan environmental journalists is defined by a profound, systemic tension
between journalistic ideals and material reality. The obstacles facing these reporters are not
merely individual hurdles, but deeply embedded systemic barriers that actively threaten the

democratization of climate information.

First, regarding the structural and personal challenges, the study concludes that economic
instability, market censorship, physical risks, and linguistic gaps converge to severely limit
the agency of the Kenyan press. Material precarity functions as an invisible hand; a structured
dependence on large corporate advertisers and the financial necessity of informal source
payments (brown envelope journalism) directly compromise editorial independence.
Furthermore, the lack of institutional protection and specialized scientific training, paired with
the structural lexical gap in indigenous languages, creates a dual crisis of personal safety and

professional execution.

Second, concerning how these obstacles shape reporting, the findings demonstrate that while
Kenyan environmental journalists actively attempt to reshape their professional identities as
educators and curators of science, their material conditions force a reliance on fast news and
pre-packaged NGO narratives. While the strategic shift towards Solutions Journalism and
resilience reporting highlights the journalists' agency in attempting to combat audience

fatigue, the overarching structural constraints remain. Ultimately, this thesis concludes that
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the climate crisis in Kenyan journalism is as much an economic and political crisis as it is an

environmental one.
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Appendix

Interview Guide

Before we begin, I want to emphasize a few important points regarding your safety and privacy:

Anonymity: Your name, your specific workplace, and other identifying details will be
completely anonymized in the final thesis. I will use pseudonyms to protect your
identity.

Voluntary participation: Your participation is completely voluntary. You can choose
not to answer a specific question at any time, or stop the interview entirely without
having to explain why.

Data handling: The interview will be recorded so that I can quote you correctly, but the
audio file will be stored on an encrypted device and deleted once the study is completed.
Purpose: The results will be presented in an academic bachelor's thesis, which will be

published openly in the DIVA database.

1. Introduction and Background

Tell me a little about your background as a journalist.

How long have you been covering environmental and climate issues?

How do you view your role as an environmental journalist?

How has your education and professional experience shaped your view on how climate

change should be reported?

2. Working Conditions and Resources

How would you describe your working conditions?

What does a typical workday look like when you are working on an environmental story?
Do you feel that your media organization (or your format, e.g., radio/print) gives you
enough resources (time, budget, travel) to do in-depth environmental reporting?

How does media ownership affect what you can or cannot write about?
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Are there topics or actors (e.g., specific companies or politicians) that are harder to
investigate?

Do you feel you have access to the data and local experts you need for your reporting to
be accurate?

How do you see your role in relation to global issues like resource extraction,
international policies, or the West's responsibility for climate change?

Do you feel you can critique international organizations and companies as critically as

local ones?

3. Framing climate stories

When you choose an angle for a climate story, what do you focus on most? (E.g.,
disasters, human suffering, political responsibility, or solutions?)

How do you balance the need to attract readers/listeners with the importance of
reporting on complex environmental problems?

What challenges do you see in making the climate issue relevant to a local audience in
Kenya?

What kind of contact do you have with your audience? In what way do you get feedback
from them, and how does that feedback affect your journalism?

Who do you see as your primary audience, and how do you adapt difficult topics (like

climate data) to make them relevant to their daily lives in Kenya?

4. Safety, Threats, and Pressures

Have you ever felt limited in your reporting due to external pressures (political or
economic)?

Have you, or any colleague you know of, been subjected to threats, harassment, or legal
obstacles in connection with your work?

Does self-censorship occur within environmental journalism in Kenya? If so, what are

people afraid of?

5. Support Structures and the Future

What support do you receive today from your employer or from journalist organizations
regarding safety and well-being?

How do you view the effectiveness of existing protection mechanisms (e.g., press
freedom organizations)?

What type of support or resources do you miss the most to be able to do your job better

and more safely?
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Coding Scheme

Perceptions of the Journalistic Mission

e Role of the journalist (educator, watchdog, curator)
e Newsroom priorities vs public interest
e Motivation to report on climate change

Technical and Linguistic Challenges

o Difficult scientific data and jargon
e Translating words into local languages
e Lack of climate training at universities

Experiences of Safety Threats and Harassment

o Direct threats: Verbal warnings, online hate, problems with politicians/companies
o Indirect threats: Being followed, digital tracking, surveillance
o Physical violence: Attacks in the field, broken equipment

Coping and Survival Strategies

e Avoiding dangerous topics or areas (self-censorship)
e Being anonymous online

o Paying for safe transport

e Checking the surroundings for danger

o Hiding in safe places or exile

e Getting used to the threats over time

Sources of Threats and Pressure

o State actors: Government and police
o Corporate entities: Big companies and advertisers
e Local communities: Aggressive people in rural areas

Acceptance of Risk in Investigative Journalism

o The feeling that threats are just part of the job
o Stress and mental exhaustion

Support Systems and Safety Nets

e Support from the media house

o Help from colleagues

o Help from editors and managers

e Journalist associations (KUJ, KENSJA)

o Help from family and friends



