Taylor & Francis
Taylor & Francis Group

Chinese Journal of Communication

ISSN: 1754-4750 (Print) 1754-4769 (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/rcjc20

Adaption to authoritarianism: a longitudinal
analysis of Dialogue Earth’s nonprofit
environmental news in China

Zhong Zhang

To cite this article: Zhong Zhang (22 Nov 2024): Adaption to authoritarianism: a longitudinal
analysis of Dialogue Earth’s nonprofit environmental news in China, Chinese Journal of
Communication, DOI: 10.1080/17544750.2024.2430671

To link to this article: https://doi.org/10.1080/17544750.2024.2430671

8 © 2024 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group

A
h View supplementary material (£

@ Published online: 22 Nov 2024.

\]
Cl/ Submit your article to this journal &

||I| Article views: 1438

A
h View related articles &'

@ View Crossmark data &'

o
£
£

B

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalinformation?journalCode=rcjc20


https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/rcjc20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/17544750.2024.2430671
https://doi.org/10.1080/17544750.2024.2430671
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/suppl/10.1080/17544750.2024.2430671
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/suppl/10.1080/17544750.2024.2430671
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rcjc20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rcjc20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/17544750.2024.2430671?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/17544750.2024.2430671?src=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/17544750.2024.2430671&domain=pdf&date_stamp=22%20Nov%202024
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/17544750.2024.2430671&domain=pdf&date_stamp=22%20Nov%202024
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rcjc20

]

Routledge

Taylor & Francis Group

CHINESE JOURNAL OF COMMUNICATION
https://doi.org/10.1080/17544750.2024.2430671

39a31LN!

3 OPEN ACCESS ) checkforupises

Adaption to authoritarianism: a longitudinal analysis of
Dialogue Earth’s nonprofit environmental news in China

Zhong Zhang

School of Journalism, Media, and Communication, University of Sheffield, Sheffield, UK

ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
This article examines how a nonprofit newsroom, Dialogue Earth, Received 27 April 2024
reported China-related environmental news during its 16years of Accepted 27 October
operation in China. To justify its nonprofit status, Dialogue Earth is 2024

expected to practice public service journalism and push the bound- KEYWORDS
aries of Chinese environmental journalism. However, the past Environmental
decade has seen a deterioration in the media environment in China. journalism; nonprofit

It remains to be seen how the media can adapt to this change and journalism;

the degree to which its public service role can be maintained. This  authoritarianism; China;
research is based on a longitudinal analysis of Dialogue Earth's computational analysis
news coverage from 2006 to 2021, as well as an interview with the

organization’s CEO. It reveals that although Dialogue Earth is less

capable of covering some important news with the decline in press

freedom, it maintains a space for monitoring China’s environmental

performance on the global stage and pushes for more responsible

governance. By adapting to China's intensifying authoritarianism,

the organization has managed to become a domestic source of crit-

ical discourse, while mainstream journalism is now tamed by politi-

cal power. This article contributes to the current scholarship on

both nonprofit journalism and Chinese environmental journalism,

by showing the potential of nonprofit journalism to adapt to China’s

authoritarianism and still make a difference.

Introduction

In the autumn of 2011, the residents of Beijing could easily sense the city’s severe
air pollution. Thick smog sometimes lingered for the whole day. Stores ran out of
face masks due to panic buying (Wong, 2011). However, according to the Beijing
official data, the air quality was classified as “qualified” or “mild pollution” (Fedorenko
& Sun, 2016). In October, Chinese netizens started posting pictures of the thick smog
in Beijing, questioning the reliability of the official data and expressing their concerns
about the health effects. In December, a news report published on China Dialogue,
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a nonprofit news website with links to the UK dedicated to environmental issues,
compared the Beijing official data with the data released by the US Embassy, sug-
gesting that PM2.5 was excluded from the former (Andrews, 2011). After publishing
this report, China Dialogue’s website received a massive amount of traffic (Boyd &
Meng, 2011). The report generated heated discussions both domestically and inter-
nationally, becoming a milestone for the online campaign. Under intense public
pressure, on December 26, 2011, China’s environmental minister announced the imple-
mentation of new air quality standards, which included PM2.5 in the monitoring data.
The following year, China's State Council approved a national standard for PM2.5,
setting the annual average limit at 35 ug/m3 (Saikawa, 2019).

This event shows China Dialogue’s role in facilitating Chinese environmental jour-
nalism. The nonprofit news organization was launched in 2006 and registered in the
UK as a charity. In April 2024, it was renamed Dialogue Earth. In China, it used to
be registered as a business or foreign nonprofit project, and it maintained an office
in Beijing for years. In 2022, the office was closed due to difficulties with the orga-
nization’s registration. However, its website (https://dialogue.earth/) is still accessible
in China at the time of writing. This makes it different from other foreign news media,
such as the New York Times and the BBC, which have been blocked in China. Dialogue
Earth’s continued existence is surprising given that the past decade has seen increased
government control of the media and the systematic collapse of critical journalism
in China (Tong, 2019). At the same time, as a nonprofit newsroom registered in the
UK, Dialogue Earth must ensure its public service journalism, which is normally prac-
ticed by pushing the boundaries of mainstream news reporting (Konieczna, 2018).
This raises the question of the extent to which Dialogue Earth can maintain its public
service role while adapting to China’s intensifying authoritarianism. It remains unan-
swered in either scholarship on Chinese environmental journalism largely focused on
the mainstream news industry, or the literature on nonprofit journalism that mainly
discusses liberal democratic contexts.

To fill this gap, this research conducts a longitudinal analysis of Dialogue Earth's
news coverage from 2006 to 2021 (its years of operation in China), supplemented by
an interview with the organization’s CEO. Thanks to its long activity, Dialogue Earth
enables examining the non-profit news outcomes as the result of adaptation to an
intensifying authoritarian context. The results show that although some important
news topics have been less covered as the media environment has deteriorated,
Dialogue Earth maintains a space for monitoring China’s environmental performance
on the global stage and pushing for responsible governance. Its ability to mobilize
domestic public participation may be weakened, but the adaptation successfully
delivers a media discourse that counters China’s public diplomacy strategy of “telling
China’s story well” (Chan & Song, 2020). This is rare for today’s Chinese journalism
while the mainstream news is generally required to follow the government’s official line.

The decline of Chinese environmental journalism

China’s economic development has created severe environmental problems, and it is
not unusual to see the country’s news media expose such problems. Tong (2015)
listed the following nine agendas in Chinese environmental journalism: “pollution,
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cancer villages, dam/hydroelectric project building, ground collapse, resource exhaus-
tion and depletion, deforestation, desertification, water crisis, and artificial land/island
construction” (p. 60). Critical news reporting on the issues once had a role in mobi-
lizing the public, and contributing to the success of environmental movements.
Examples include the movement against the Nu River Dam in 2003 (G. Yang & Calhoun,
2007), the campaign against the Tiger Leaping Gorge Dam in 2004 (Geall, 2014), the
Xiamen protest against para-xylene chemical factories in 2007 (Chin-Fu, 2013), and
the abovementioned actions by Dialogue Earth in 2011. On these occasions, the
media published critical news reports, emphasized the environmental costs of the
profit-seeking projects, and successfully drew the public’s attention. This pressure
from bottom forced the government to reassess and sometimes shelve the projects,
which demonstrates the watchdog role of Chinese environmental journalism.

However, the space for critical journalism started shrinking in the past decade.
First of all, the internet has diverted advertising revenues from legacy news media
to digital platforms. As a result, market-oriented newsrooms have lost key resources
for investigative journalism (H. Wang & Sparks, 2019). Even worse, many newspapers
now rely on advertising funding from the government to survive, which constrains
their ability to criticize the political power (D. Wang & Guo, 2021). Furthermore, Xi
Jinping’s administration has put more emphasis on media’s loyalty to the ruling party
and its function as an ideological apparatus (Tong, 2019). Xi has successfully imple-
mented a coercive media policy. Repnikova (2018) interviewed Chinese journalists
and found that news media under Xi receive “more detailed and frequent censorship
instructions than they had in the past” (p. 57). Media organizations renowned for
their critical reporting, such as the Southern Metropolis Daily, have gone through
management shake-ups (Repnikova, 2017). Independent journalists have been cen-
sored, punished, and even detained (Davidson, 2023).

These trends have caused Chinese environmental journalism to enter a phase of
grave decline. As Liu Honggiao, a former environmental journalist at the prestigious
news magazine Caixin, said in an interview,

In 2012, there was still a relatively healthy ecosystem for journalists to do their jobs.
Experts supported their work; civil society and other media would pick up their stories,
and the government would, to an extent, address the issues they raised. In 2014, when |
left my job, that relatively healthy environment had worsened rapidly. (Schoenmakers &
Liu, 2022)

Under such circumstance, this study shifts the focus to Dialogue Earth to examine
how its reporting navigates this changed media landscape, and perhaps make positive
differences for today’s Chinese environmental journalism.

Nonprofit journalism as public service

As a nonprofit organization registered in the UK, Dialogue Earth’s reporting can be
seen as a form of public service; this sets it apart from Chinese mainstream journalism,
which is dominated by party and commercial journalism. In the UK, organizations
applying for nonprofit status, including newsrooms, must prove the public benefit of
their activities (Barnett et al., 2022). For media organizations, the nonprofit status
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means exemption from certain taxes and the possibility to receive donations; however,
news nonprofits must ensure that their reporting advances the values of citizenship
and democracy. In the literature, journalism based on such charitable goals is defined
as public service journalism (Ferrucci, 2017; Konieczna, 2018), which refers to jour-
nalistic activities that better inform the public, support civic engagement, hold power
to account, and should not be manipulated by powerful institutions or individuals.

In practice, public service journalism usually fills the gaps in mainstream journalism—
that is, it covers the stories that the mainstream media overlook. For instance, in the
US, most nonprofit newsrooms tend to report on topics or conduct journalistic forms
(e.g. investigative journalism) that are marginalized in commercial outlets (Konieczna,
2018). In Europe, Konieczna (2020) found that some nonprofit outlets tended to
promote the stronger engagement of news readers during news production, which
is a strategy to respond to declining public trust amid rising populism. In some
authoritarian countries, nonprofit journalism helps expose critical issues about public
affairs given that mainstream journalism is tamed by political power (Ntibinyane, 2018).

Based on both theoretical and practical perspectives, it is reasonable to expect
that Dialogue Earth, as a nonprofit newsroom, has the potential to make a positive
difference in Chinese environmental journalism. In the Chinese context, the organi-
zation's public service practices could consist of exposing overlooked environmental
issues, offering views that differ from the party line, and challenging mainstream
journalism’s discourses.

However, these practices must face China’s intensifying authoritarianism. As noted
above, the space for public service journalism has severely diminished in the country.
This could force Dialogue Earth to compromise its news reporting to survive the
heightened political control. In this situation, how to navigate the subtle conflict
between the public service promise and the increasing difficulties of doing journalism
in China becomes an issue of great interest.

To explore this issue, this article analyzes Dialogue Earth’s publications over the
course of its operation in China, and investigates to what extent its environmental
news coverage has been influenced by the change in political climate. The following
two research questions guide the analysis:

RQ1: How have Dialogue Earth’s news topics about China’s environmental issues changed
with the media environment deterioration in China?

RQ2: Have some news topics remained significant for Dialogue Earth over the years and,
if so, how can this continuity manifest its public service role as a nonprofit news
organization?

Research methods
Data collection

To create a sample, the author scraped Dialogue Earth’s website (https://chinadialogue.
net/zh/)" with Python in October 2022. Although the website has versions in multiple
languages, the Chinese version was scraped in the belief that it is more influential
among Chinese people and thus more likely to be monitored by the government.
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The sampling period was from January 1, 2006 (the year Dialogue Earth was estab-
lished) to December 31, 2021 (the last full year before the research was conducted).

To limit the sampling to China-related affairs, all articles containing the keyword
“China” (F[E) at least once were collected. Then, documents in which the keyword
was mentioned fewer than three times were excluded. The word frequency was set
to limit the sample to those stories that were highly focused on China’s issues.
However, in this way, some articles covering China might have been missed. For
example, articles reporting local affairs may use the names of cities (e.g. Beijing and
Shanghai) instead of the word “China” to describe where the events happened. To
remedy this shortcoming, the author manually reviewed the excluded articles and
reincluded relevant ones. In the end, 3,918 articles were obtained.

Structural Topic Modeling

To analyze this vast sample, Structural Topic Modeling (STM) was employed based on
R's STM package (Roberts et al., 2019). Compared to conventional topic modeling
method such as Latent Dirichlet Allocation, STM enables researchers to more efficiently
explore the influence of metadata on semantic topics. The corpus was trained by
using 13 topics according to the coherence measure and exclusivity (for more details
about corpus cleaning and model training, see the supplementary material). To inter-
pret the meaning of each topic, in addition to looking at the keywords grouped
under the topics, the author closely read the top 20 articles with the highest coeffi-
cient associated with each topic.

After obtaining the 13 topics, the Mann-Kendall test was used on the temporal
trends of the topic proportions. As time goes by, some topics may be covered more
or less, while some may show no clear change. Such analysis responds to the research
questions that seek to understand the degree to which Dialogue Earth’s news content
has been shaped by China’s deteriorating media environment.

Interview

After the analysis of the news content, a semi-structured interview with Dialogue
Earth’'s CEO was conducted to help with the interpretation of the topic modeling
results. STM can identify potential changes in Dialogue Earth’s coverage, but it cannot
explain why and how these changes happened. The interview goes beyond the broad
contextual information pertaining to the change in Chinese media environment, and
provides a perspective from inside the newsroom to supplement the news analysis.
The interview was conducted face to face on August 11, 2023; it lasted for around
an hour, and it was audio recorded. After being transcribed, it was analyzed with
NVivo. A few rounds of email exchange were followed to ensure the author did not
misinterpret the interviewee’s narrative. The interview mainly touched on the following
aspects, which align with the research questions:

1. What difficulties did Dialogue Earth encounter during its years of operation in
China?
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2. How does Dialogue Earth's CEO perceive the changes of their publications
during the years?

3. Why has Dialogue Earth chosen to continue operating in China despite the
deterioration of the media environment?

Results and analysis
Dialogue Earth’s news topics over 16 years

As shown in Figure 1, 13 topics were obtained from the sample using STM (the
keywords and meanings of each topic are given in Appendix A). The results show
that Dialogue Earth covers China’s domestic environmental issues, such as “Pollutions”
(Topic 11) and “Civic Engagement” (Topic 2), as well as international affairs involving
both China and other countries. For example, Topic 3 “Climate Negotiation” deals with
how China participates in the international climate talks, while Topic 13 “China’s Global
Investments” addresses the environmental impacts of the country’s overseas
investments.

This emphasis on China’s international role highlights Dialogue Earth’s attempt to
facilitate a conversation between China and the rest of the world, as the organization’s
CEO, Sam Geall, explained in the interview.

The initial idea was, in the west, China was widely used as an excuse for inaction ... peo-
ple would really see international conversations about climate change as just a way to
point the finger at China, to try to dictate the terms of China’s development. So, we
thought it was a better way through this conversation to get past an impasse by translat-
ing Chinese voices for global audiences and global voices for Chinese audiences, and cre-
ating a joint exchange around all environmental issues like climate change, pollution and
other sustainability issues... Over the years, it [Dialogue Earth] has grown and changed,
and the environment that we are in has changed. But the mission is pretty much the
same.

Topic3: Climate Negotiation

Topic10: Carbon Emission

Topic11: Pollutions

Topic2: Civic Engagement

Topic7: Climate Crisis

Topic13: China's Global Investments
Topic5: Water Resources Exploitation
Topic6: Clean Energy Development
Topic12: Overseas Resource Exploitation
Topict: Animal Protection

Topic8: Urbanization

Topic9: Agriculture

Topic4: Garbage Disposal

| 10.80%

| 10.62%

| 9.36%

] 9.28%

| 8.55%

| 7.29%

| 7.10%

] 6.89%

| 6.779%

| 6.01%

| 5.97%

| 5.73%

| 5.61%

I
I
I
I
|
0

2%

Figure 1. Topic ranking by topic proportion.
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Despite the mission remains unchanged, it is unclear whether Dialogue Earth
can continue pursuing its mission with the deterioration of China’s media environ-
ment. Figure 2 presents the temporal change of all the topics during the sampling
period, which suggests three patterns: a decrease in the topic prevalence (red), an
increase in prevalence (green), and no clear trend (gray). These different patterns
reflect how Dialogue Earth upholds its mission in the shrinking space for public

service journalism.

Topic 1 Animal Protection
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Figure 2. Temporal change of the topics’ proportions.
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Degradation of news topic diversity

In Figure 2, five topics can be seen to decrease in prevalence over time: “Climate
Crisis”, “Water Resource Exploitation”, “Urbanization”, “Pollutions’, and “Civic Engagement”.

Surprisingly, the topic “Climate Crisis” decreases in prevalence while “Climate
Negotiation” remains significant throughout the sampling period (Figures 1 and 2).
The former emphasizes the consequences of climate change, such as landslides,
desertification, and flooding. The latter pays more attention to how the whole world
tackles the climate crisis. This means that climate change is always an important topic
for Dialogue Earth, but the focus of the media frames has changed. This may be
explained by the organization’s changing its reporting tone, as their recent publica-
tions try to be more constructive and solutions based, rather than just stressing the
climate crisis, as explained by Geall in the interview.

For other topics, the decrease in prevalence reveals the worrying decline of Dialogue
Earth’s public service. For example, “Civic Engagement” (Topic 2) and “Pollutions” (Topic
11) were both popular issues in the organization’s news coverage before 2015; after-
ward, they drastically diminished. The STM analysis found that the two topics were
closely correlated in the news corpus (Figure 3), which indicates that they were likely
to be discussed in the same stories. Put together, the two topics discuss how civic
engagement could help address pollution problems. The forms of civic engagement
discussed in the news corpus included risky activities in China, such as protests and
media advocacy, and less adversarial tactics, such as environmental litigation and the
activities of environmental NGOs.

Some may argue that these topics are covered less by Dialogue Earth because of
China’s better performance in terms of pollution alleviation (Huang et al., 2019; Zeng
et al, 2019) and the tighter control on civil society, which makes civic actions hardly
happen today. In other words, the organization may lack the content to report such

Clime)Crisis

Water Resou@ Exploitation
phission

potiation

Anima tection

Figure 3. Topic correlations.
Note. Each node represents a topic. Each edge indicates that the connected topics share common keywords and are likely
to be present in the same news pieces. The thicker the edge, the stronger the correlation.
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stories. However, this argument ignores the complexity of China’s current environmental
governance. The country’s decades of environmental destruction cannot be easily reversed
by a few years of better governance. For example, although some air pollutants have
decreased, the concentrations of PM10, PM2.5, and O, remain much higher than the
WHO's guidelines (Zeng et al., 2019). Also, soil pollution tends to be overlooked. As a
member of Greenpeace East Asia pointed out, “state spending on soil treatment has
lagged behind that on other bigger campaigns such as ending air and water pollution”
(Bao, 2020). At the same time, public protests against polluting projects have continued
in recent years despite increasing intolerance from the government (Steinhardt, 2019).

Therefore, it is more likely that the diminished presence of the topics in question
is related to the rising risk of doing critical journalism in China. Both topics were
once significant for Chinese environmental journalism. By reporting pollution problems,
the news media revealed the cruel environmental costs of decades of blind economic
growth. As pollutants cause health problems, reporting on them is likely to increase
public discontent and encourage demonstrations against the official, as shown by
the series of Not-In-My-Backyard campaigns that have occurred in China (Johnson,
2010). Reporting on these campaigns is important to force the government to take
action (Tong, 2015).

However, the findings suggest that the space for dealing with this kind of news
has severely shrunk. First, Dialogue Earth is now more concerned than in the past
about being blocked or shut down by the authorities. Due to many journalists working
for Dialogue Earth are Chinese and based on China, they could be worried about
what they can publish and the punishments they may face for doing so (interview
with Sam Geall). This can lead to prudent attitudes toward sensitive issues, such as
“Pollutions” and “Civic Engagement”.

Indeed, some news stories that were published in the early years of the organiza-
tion seem impossible today. For example, a 2012 news piece, which was highlighted
by the STM analysis as representative of the “Civic Engagement” topic, directly con-
fronted the government for its arrest of Liu Futang (Lin, 2012). At the age of 65, Liu
was renowned for his advocacy regarding environmental issues. His exposé of the
deforestation incident in Hainan Province in 2011 earned him the “Best Citizen
Journalist” in the Environmental Press Award co-organized by Dialogue Earth in 2012
(J. Liu, 2012). However, later that year, Liu was arrested by the Hainan authorities for
“illegal business operations.” In October 2012, Dialogue Earth reprinted an article from
the Southern People Weekly in support of Liu (Hai, 2012). The author suggested that
the charge against Liu was a political retaliation for his decade-long campaign against
environmental wrongdoing, and bluntly stated that the accusation was “absurd” (Ibid).
In December, after Liu was convicted, Dialogue Earth declared the following in a news
report: “Liu Futang’s case has brought shame to China’s environmental commitments”
(Lin, 2012). These blunt critiques have disappeared in recent years. The STM results
show that the top representative article for topic “Civic Engagement” in year 2021 is
the one discussing “how to strengthen China’s ecological redlines” (C. Wang, 2021),
in which some environmental NGOs’ operators were interviewed to give advices. The
same year, Dialogue Earth did not report the case of the well-known environmental
activist Li Genshan, who was sentenced to 54 months in prison for the typical pocket
crime? of “picking quarrels and provoking trouble” (Yuan, 2021).
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Second, it has become more dangerous for Dialogue Earth to dispatch journalists
for field investigations of pollution issues. In China, by law, journalists and media
outlets are required to obtain official recognition before conducting interviews and
reporting news, although this requirement is often not strictly enforced. Dialogue
Earth is registered as an NGO rather than a media organization, and with the tight-
ening control of news media, the newsroom is now more reluctant to send out
journalists. As Geall explained,

It just became much more difficult to report on the ground in China, so we ended up
over the last few years doing a lot more ... policy, deep dives and analysis from China,
because we just can't send reporters, even when we had an office. It's just not possible
for reporters to [report on the ground], because we're not registered as a news organiza-
tion. For a long time, we used to be able to send someone to report on pollution and to
do things like that. We can’t anymore.

Third, the deterioration of the media environment has led to many journalists,
especially investigative journalists, leaving the industry (Entwistle, 2023). This trend
also poses a challenge for Dialogue Earth in terms of reporting from China. With only
a limited number of full-time news editors based in Beijing, many of Dialogue Earth’s
articles about China are written by freelance journalists. Liu Honggiao, the famous
journalist who used to collaborate with Dialogue Earth on investigations of China’s
drinking water problems (H. Liu, 2015), also recently left China.

Consistent monitoring of China’s Global environmental impacts

Despite the situation described above, Figure 2 shows that some topics have become
more prominent in recent years, including “Clean Energy Development”, “Overseas
Resources Exploitation”, and “China’s Global Investments”. Taken together, these topics
deal with China’s positive or negative impacts on the global environment in terms
of climate change and biodiversity.

For topic “Clean Energy Development’, which is closely linked to topics “Climate
Negotiation” and “Carbon Emission” (see Figure 3), it discusses China’s carbon footprint,
its progress regarding clean energy development, and its role in global climate mit-
igation. Although Xi Jinping’s administration seeks to be a leader on climate change
and invests heavily in clean energy globally (Myllyvirta, 2024), China still faces pressure
to urgently cut its carbon emissions, as it is now the largest emitter in the world.
Dialogue Earth’s recent emphasis on this issue suggests that there is space to monitor
its progress despite the media environment deteriorating. More importantly, Dialogue
Earth’s reporting on this issue does not solely advocate China’s achievements but also
points out deficiencies. One representative article from 2021 indicates that although
Vietnam benefits significantly from China’s investments in solar power, “more than
half of the country’s planned coal power plants ... are still entering the pipeline, with
the majority of funds coming from China” (Pham, 2021). Another representative piece
directly points out that “China is the largest public financier of overseas coal plants”
(Ma, 2021). Although the author recognizes some positive changes, such as China’s
increasing investments in overseas hydropower projects, the article’s conclusion is
explicit: “This has not been enough to slow the acceleration in global temperature
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rise—so far” These news reports prove Dialogue Earth’s continued ability to play a
watchdog role regarding China’s climate performance.

Concerning the topics “Overseas Resources Exploitation” and “China’s Global
Investments”, which are correlated (see Figure 3), Dialogue Earth has addressed the
environmental concerns resulting from the country’s overseas investments. As China
has become more integrated into global markets, it has become not only the world’s
factory but also one of the largest global investors. Xi's Belt and Road Initiative (BRI),
which was launched in 2013, has further increased China’s overseas investments. The
BRI has provided 150 countries with funding for roads, railways, ports, pipelines, power
plants, and industrial parks (Green Finance & Development Center, 2024). However,
these investments have raised environmental concerns in the countries in question.
In addition to carbon emissions, other worries include biodiversity loss, deforestation,
and the increased extraction of natural resources (Coenen et al, 2021). Although
these projects have faced substantial criticism internationally, relevant discussions are
hard to come by in China because they contradict the official propaganda strategy
of “telling China’s story well” (Chan & Song, 2020). Prior studies have also indicated
that when it comes to climate change, Chinese mainstream journalism struggles to
speak with a critical voice because this international issue involves China’s diplomacy
(Duan & Miller, 2021; Geall, 2011; Guo et al., 2023).

In contrast, relevant discussions become significant for Dialogue Earth’s news cov-
erage in recent years as shown in Figure 2. In 2021, an article reported that an irri-
gation project in Philippine, which has been financed by China’s state-owned bank
Export-lmport Bank of China, has raised doubts about violations of indigenous people’s
rights and ecological damages (Garcia, 2021). Another piece reported that a zinc mine
linked to Chinese capital possibly caused risks of water pollution and deadly mudslides
(Simangunsong, 2021). Dialogue Earth’s emphasis on these topics indicates their
insistence on public service journalism despite press freedom shrinking.

According to Geall, serving audiences in “Global South countries that have a lot
of Chinese investment, need to work with Chinese counterparts, and need better
ways to understand the challenges they face” is a vital mission for Dialogue Earth.
As he went on to explain,

| think we have content that’s really vital for, you know, civil society stakeholders, policy-
makers for publics and particularly in those Global South countries. So | think we have an
important mission that we need to get the tone right and the angle right, and not alien-
ating news audiences, including Chinese audiences if possible, because | still want to
bring Chinese readers in and make sure they actually see this as part of a constructive
dialogue, as part of a conversation that they're included.

Adaptation to involve China in international environmental communication

The changes in Dialogue Earth’s content over the 16-year period under consideration
suggest two trends. On the one hand, the newsroom has been less capable of crit-
icism due to the deterioration of Chinese media environment. Some important issues
are hard to be covered. Therefore, the organization’s public service role is compromised
as it cannot fully inform Chinese readers. On the other hand, there are some reasons
for Dialogue Earth to continue to survive.
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First, according to the organization’s CEOQ, it is vital to keep the content accessible
to Chinese people and facilitate a shared understanding of environmental issues
between China and other nations. Dialogue Earth has consistently emphasized China’s
global environmental impacts, something that is hard to do for Chinese mainstream
journalism. Keeping these issues as accessible as possible for Chinese people may
not directly bring about policy change, but it is important to better inform the public
and facilitate its understanding of these matters.

Second, if Dialogue Earth were to be blocked in China, it would become more
difficult for the organization to find Chinese journalists willing to write news stories
for it, as working for a blacklisted organization could be sensitive in today’s China.
As Geall made clear, having Chinese writers is important for Dialogue Earth as the
organization wants to convey local voices and issues to the international community
instead of relying solely on outside analysis.

Third, if it were to be blocked, Dialogue Earth would be easily regarded as a
foreign news media, which could make it more difficult to deliver opinions from
China’s side. Due to the rising nationalism and xenophobia in China (T. Yang & Fang,
2023), foreign journalists working in the country could be harassed, threatened, and
even attacked (e.g. Crossley & Tian, 2021; The Guardian, 2022). Offering information
to foreign media outlets can also be a sensitive matter for Chinese people; it can
even be regarded as treachery. Under these circumstances, Chinese people have
become more cautious in accepting interviews with foreign news media, especially
those blocked by China’s censorship system. Dialogue Earth values Chinese voices
in international environmental communication; for this reason, it tries its best to
remain available domestically.

Our overall theory of change for our organization is around trying to build dialogue
between China and the rest of the world ... that means it needs to be accessible on the
Chinese side, if it is possible. We really need to have Chinese readers. We need to have
Chinese writers. It's not really possible for us if we're just completely blocked or shut
down in China ... if we were blocked in China or if we had to close our office in China,?
we wouldn't have any opportunity to actually explore that space or to keep it open. So,
we were keen to ... try to publish what we could within the constraints. (Sam Geall, CEO,
Dialogue Earth)

Indeed, although the chances of publishing some domestic news such as pollutions
have diminished, Chinese journalists working with Dialogue Earth continue to cover
the issues in less adversarial and blunt ways. A 2021 article about pollution mainly
discusses the energy transition of Inner Mongolia (Gao, 2021). The province has long
relied on its rich coal reserves for economic development, and its coal exports to
other provinces play a significant role in the nation’s economic growth. The article
contains interviews with energy experts, and strongly urges the local government to
quickly phase out fossil fuels. It also argues that not doing so will harm the province’s
long-term economic growth and generate pollution. In this piece, the journalist does
not discuss the damage caused by pollutants in detail, but they explicitly report on
concerns about pollution and ways to alleviate the problem. This shows an attempt
to push the boundary for critical news reporting even when covering China’s domestic
issues today.
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Discussion and conclusions

The above analysis reveals both challenges and opportunities for Dialogue Earth’s
public service journalism as a result of China’s intensifying authoritarianism. Regarding
the former, the organization has had to make concessions to survive in an increasingly
controlled media environment. Some domestic topics, such as “Pollutions” and “Civic
Engagement”, have been covered less often in recent years, despite being still signif-
icant for contemporary China. Compared to other environmental issues, these topics
are more likely to generate public participation because they easily cause concern
about health problems—this has been proven to be effective for public mobilization
in China (Johnson, 2010; Steinhardt, 2019)—or because they are linked to civic actions
challenging the authorities. These aspects make these topics more sensitive in today’s
China, where grassroots activism is tightly controlled and top-down governance is
favored.

However, while it is more difficult to criticize these domestic issues, Dialogue Earth
pays consistent attention to the country’s influence on the global environment. This
reflects the organization’s goal to facilitate a conversation between China and the
rest of the world on matters pertaining to nature. By reporting on China’s overseas
investments in fossil fuel-based plants and construction projects that raise environ-
mental concerns, the news nonprofit could act as a watchdog for China’s governance
of international issues such as climate change and biodiversity conservation. More
importantly, the organization has successfully crafted a discourse countering China'’s
diplomatic guideline that aims to build up a positive image for the country. This
highlights Dialogue Earth’s resilient public service journalism under increased political
control.

It is unclear why Dialogue Earth is able to maintain more space to express a critical
voice on international issues. One explanation is that compared to reporting on
domestic issues, criticism of China's environmental governance in other countries is
less likely to trigger discontent and protests at home. When covering the environ-
mental costs of China’s overseas actions, Dialogue Earth emphasizes the benefits to
local residents in other nations instead of those to the Chinese people. The Chinese
could also pay the price of financing coal-fired power plants abroad, as China is also
a fragile nation when it comes to climate change (World Bank, 2022). However, in
the short term, the Chinese people benefit from the economic income generated by
these investments. This fact is perhaps more easily recognized by the public compared
to the environmental damages in question, which could make critical discourses on
relevant issues more acceptable to the censorship system.

For Dialogue Earth, talking to the Chinese public and making its website as avail-
able as possible is important to improve China’s environmental governance. This
creates possibilities to impact the government’s decision-making processes. Dialogue
Earth may not be well known to the majority of the Chinese people, and the findings
above suggest that the organization is less likely to mobilize the public compared
to, for example, 2011. However, the website is influential among Chinese environmental
experts, many of whom were interviewed or published commentary on it. Indeed,
according to Dialogue Earth’s previous readership investigation, most of their readers
in China are from well-educated group such as “environmental professionals,
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environmental policymakers, journalists, people in civil society organisations, post-
graduate students” (Interview with Sam Geall). These actors possess the resources to
influence China’s environmental governance and push for change from the upper
tiers of society (Teng & Wang, 2021).

Furthermore, Dialogue Earth’s oversight of China’s international operations demon-
strates its public service role to fill the gap in Chinese environmental journalism. As
analyzed above, the harsh control by the authorities makes mainstream journalism
difficult to express a critical voice on these issues. Even without considering political
control, the international issues may be overlooked in mainstream news coverage
due to market concerns. According to Tong’s (2015) interviews with Chinese environ-
mental journalists, international issues such as climate change may be judged unat-
tractive for Chinese readers as they “seem too far away from the real lives of ordinary
Chinese people” (p. 61). Therefore, Chinese mainstream journalism tends to dedicate
more resources to reporting domestic issues. Dialogue Earth’s consistent reporting on
international matters stands in stark contrast with this approach. This is the unique
value of a nonprofit news organization for Chinese journalism.

Overall, this article explores the environmental news outcomes commonly shaped
by China’s intensifying authoritarianism and the culture of nonprofit journalism. Its
findings contribute to the scholarship on nonprofit journalism by extending the
research scope from liberal, democratic contexts to an authoritarian nation. By exam-
ining Dialogue Earth’s news coverage over the years, the article shows that despite
the inherent conflict between nonprofit journalism culture and China’s authoritarianism,
the former is able to adapt to the country’s stringent media environment. More
importantly, this adaptation does not entail only a reactive process, which leads to
the weakening of the public service role; it also involves a proactive choice to facil-
itate environmental communication. Based on these results, future scholars could look
at other authoritarian contexts and examine how nonprofit journalists navigate coer-
cive situations to diversify media discourses on various issues.

This article also demonstrates the autonomy and resilience of Chinese journalism.
Some of its findings echo prior scholarship that has noted the decline of critical
journalism. However, this case study sheds light on the possibility that an alternative
journalistic practice can advance mainstream news reporting by actively adapting to
increasing censorship. This aligns with Zeng and George (2022) inspiring conclusion
that public interest journalism, although facing crackdowns in many countries, “con-
tinues to maintain and nurture its support base, preparing for the next resurgence
when the environment becomes more favorable” (p. 2063). Even in challenging times,
journalists endeavor to preserve the foundations and spaces of independent journalism
and deliver critical facts to the society, which could be easily overlooked in the current
depressing environment. This proves the significance of changing perspectives and
source material when examining today’s Chinese (environmental) journalism. While
mainstream spaces appear dominated by authoritarian forces, alternative spaces con-
tinue to exist (to some extent) and harbor critical voices. As the case of Dialogue
Earth shows, these critical voices allow marginalized facts and points of view to be
presented to the public. These may not be influential in the present moment, but
they may act as starting points for the next stage of discussion and social change
(Atton & Hamilton, 2008).
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This study has some limitations, which may encourage future research. First, the
longitudinal analysis explored the change in the proportion of news topics, but it
lacked an analysis on the change in the reporting perspective. Future scholars could
examine how a topic can be covered in different ways in the changing media envi-
ronment. Second, due to the politically sensitive nature of the work in question, only
one interview was conducted (with the CEO). In the future, frontline journalists and
editors should be interviewed, if possible, as they may provide different outlooks on
working in China. Third, it should be noted that the news sample might have missed
articles that were published but later deleted. If future researchers were able to
dynamically track the news publishing, a more detailed understanding of the interplay
between news organizations and China’s censorship system could be achieved.

Notes

1. At the time of writing, the website address is https://dialogue.earth/zh/.

2. "Pocket crime” in Chinese normally describes some legal provisions that are vague and
broad to fit different types of crimes, which easily lead to judicial abuse.

3.  However, as noted, Dialogue Earth’s Beijing office was closed in 2022 due to problems
with the organization’s registration.
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