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MEDIA: the Fourth Estate or Fourth Power

The term Fourth Estate or Fourth Power refers to the press and news media
both in explicit capacity of advocacy and implicit ability to frame political
issues.

Fourth, in addition to the other three Estates formally recognized, which
according to the old realm, were: the clergy, the nobility and the
commoners.

Today, through the separation of powers in government into: a
legislature, an executive and a judiciary, media, though not formally
recognized as a part of a political system, are labeled “Fourth Estate” as
they wield significant indirect socioeconomic and political influence.

The concept of the 4th Estate/Power is based on the assumption that all
of them exist in order to serve the same purpose: to safeguard the
public interest.



Models, sometimes labeled as optimistic, positive or “liberal”:

Media are considered as key facilitators of knowledge sharing and provider

of “objective” important information channel to allow citizens to formulate

their own opinion on key issues related also to the Environment and

Sustainable Development.

Models, labeled pessimistic, negative or “radical”:

Media are considered as partial “manipulators”, supporting specific political,

commercial and other vested interests.

4th Estate/Power: 
The extreme alternative “models” and perceptions about the Media.



Liberal/optimistic/positive model: Media as a major tool for

democratization.

• Because they could act critically reviewing the policies and initiatives of

the State and the other three Estates acting as a “watchdog”.

• Because they inform citizens about the views of all other social and

interest groups allowing the “expansion” of the political “ethos” and the

understanding of eventually opposite points of view.

• Because they could play a role as a “bridge” contributing to formulation

of a common vision, facilitating consensus building.

Through the above, the media could play an important role between

government and the society channeling to the decision makers the public

feeling or the “voice of the people” on a large number of issues.

4th Estate/Power: 
The extreme alternative “models” and perceptions about the Media.



• Contrary to the optimistic/liberal view, the Radical/pessimistic/negative

perception, which is actually gaining a lot of support by the public in the

more recent years, views the media with “suspicion”, questioning their

positive role as 4th Estate.

• This view does not accept that media could be “objective” expressing the

true public feeling, free from political, commercial or other vested interests.

• The links, obvious and invisible, are so many and very strong that the

information is totally linked and interpreted in ways that lead to extremely

divert conclusions. In this way , they might divide society even on issues

where consensus could have been reached without their intervention

• This view point also refers to the fact that many newspapers, TV channels,

Radio Stations, etc. are owned by big commercial companies or tycoons

serving government or political, party, personal and economic interests and

therefore by definition are partial and they cannot play a “watchdog” role.

4th Estate/Power: 
The extreme alternative “models” and perceptions about the Media.



According to a 3rd scenario, which I consider representing the current reality, a 

multitude of mixed models is proposed, placed between the aforementioned two.  

 

 Many “specialized” media are located towards the two ends:  

• Scientific, encyclopedic, some of the SC/NGO newsletters, etc are usually close 

to the Liberal end 

• Professional industrial commercial and, particularly, political media respond or 

approach the radical point of view.  

4th Estate/Power: 
“In between” the extreme alternative “models” for Media



The majority of the media treat the different parts and flows of information 
using different approaches, closer to either of the two models presented, 
depending on a number of factors among which the most important are:

• The nature of the issues 
• The personality and knowledge of the journalists

We consider that environmental protection and sustainable development issues 
may have better chances for objectivity, than other issues, to be treated in a 
relatively “fair” or “favorable” way, particularly because the natural tendency of 
the public, even the unaware one, is in principle to the side of the environment. 

4th Estate/Power: 
“In between” the extreme alternative “models” for Media



All the above are considered as critical ethical issues and have been addressed by a series of 
bodies and initiatives  among which UN specialized agencies and other International 
Organizations elaborating Codes of Conduct for journalism, representing Journalists Trade 
Unions, promoting rights of freedom for journalists, social justice, labor rights, globalization, 
democracy, human rights, fighting poverty and corruption, etc. 

Some of  the organizations and programmes include:
• The Brussels based International Federation of Journalists (IFJ/FIJ) which has also a Middle 

East and Arab World Office
• The European Federation of Journalists (EFJ/FEJ), 
• Similar organizations and Federations for Africa, Latin America, etc. 
• The International Freedom of Expression Exchange 
• The International News Safety Institution, launched in 2003at the Word Press Freedom Day
• The Ethical Journalism Initiative, a global campaign launched in 2008 to defend standards 

and to raise awareness of the importance of quality journalism.
• The Media Diversity Institution
• The Journalists Safety Fund, launched in 1992 as a source of support of journalists under 

threat.
• AMWAJ: A Mediterranean Water And Journalism platform for sustainable development.
• The Circle of Mediterranean Journalists for Environment and Sustainable Development 

(COMJESD) of MIO-ECSDE

4th Estate/Power: 
Ethical issues and journalism organizations and networks



Now I want to “reverse” the issue and start with the
notions of Environment and Sustainable Development
examining where and how information and the media are
connected with them.



Environmental Awareness Raising 
scope: the Protection of the Environment
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The Rio UN Conference on Environment and Development 
1992, Chapter 36, Agenda 21 covers Education and 
Awareness
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Expansion of EE => Education

Education & 
Awareness on 
Environment & 
Sustainability 

The Thessaloniki International Conference (1997) result:



Sustainable Development is a tetrahedron and as its basis Education/Awareness was 
originally proposed

Education
Awareness

Environment

Society

Economy

The evolution of our understanding of SD:



Governance

Environment

Society

Economy

However, with Education and Awareness alone we cannot transform 
all development into a sustainable one. The above are one component 

of the overall “Governance”. The basis here is Governance. 

The evolution of our understanding of SD:



Environment

Governance

Society

Economy

In fact, this scheme, where Environment is the natural basis and all other three are 
the human overstructures is very close, but still different representation of the 

original starting point of EE. 

The evolution of our understanding of SD:



Analysis of Governance for the implementation of SD

Governance

Institutions

Science 
& Technology

Education/
Awareness 

The evolution of our understanding of SD:
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The contents of Education & Awareness for SD (EASD)

Areas that need “change” or 
reconsideration in order to achieve SD 



The Mediterranean Strategy on ESD including Awareness

A process that while taking into account the realities of the region tries to 
bring together all competent components to help Governments, the 
Education Community and the Media of the Region to create solid 
foundations for Education and Awareness on SD and enhance a peaceful, 
environmentally sound and prosperous society in the region and beyond. 

The MSESD  includes clear references on the media in several points: Article 
26 (on Principles), Articles 34 and 37 (on Implications for Education), Articles 

51 and 52 (on Areas of Action), Article 73 (on Roles and Responsibilities). 



• Basic factor of learning and awareness for the society and youth in particular
is the involvement in action and participation in social groups for the common
good.

• EASD implementation is to a large extent “citizenship in action”.

• Very often we are mentioning the «Global Citizenship», given that such
approach is not denying the importance of formal education, while it is
emphasizing non-formal and mainly the informal types of learning, facilitated
through platforms with strong character of solidarity and social action.

The approach to Education and Awareness 
for SD (EASD) is evolving:  



Appropriate environment 
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The typical approach of environmental Education 
and Awareness (EEA)
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in order to have the tree & sustainable production of fruits 

Attention to the Environment, Society & Economy

The SD Education & Awareness approach



It is obvious that among the sectors that could 
contribute in providing the critical for governance 
awareness, Media is particularly important. We 
expect that their role will be positive, enhancing the 
flow of useful information facilitating also public 
participation.



Who could help in awareness raising?

Media

Press, Newspapers, TV channels, Radio stations, Electronic and social media

Civil Society

In 1992, at the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development
(UNCED) or Earth Summit, Governments agreed on the following definition of Major
Groups: farmers, women, the scientific and technological community, children and
youth, indigenous peoples and their communities, workers and trade unions,
business and industry, non-governmental organizations as well as local authorities.

NGOs

Refers to civil society organisations (CSOs) in a wider sense, including community
based organisations (CBOs).

the term NGO applies to local, national, regional (Mediterranean) or international
organisations that are non-profit and have a non binding affiliation to any
government, political party or religious group.

Some media may be connected to NGOs.



Potential benefits from objective media involvement in supporting 
public participation

• Increasing public awareness of environmental issues

• Making use of knowledge, experience, initiatives of different
stakeholders and thus, improving the quality of plans, measures, policies,
etc.

• Public acceptance, commitment and support/consensus building

• More transparent and creative decision-making

• Less misunderstandings, litigation, delays, and more effective
implementation and in the long term, safeguarding and reinforcing of
democracy.



How? Provisions for media support in public participation.
Participatory legal frameworks

• Aarhus Convention,

• Integrated Water Resources Management
(IWRM),

• 7th Protocol of the Barcelona Convention on
Integrated Coastal Zone Management (ICZM),

• Acquis communautaire,

• EU directive for Public Participation,

• Water Framework Directive (WFD),

• Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA),

• Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA), etc....

Empowerment of NGOs
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Examples



Public Participation: forms, processes & possible outcomes

Consultation

Active 
Involvement

Identifying 
values and view 

points

Compiling 
knowledge and 

data

Identifying 
unsustainable 

practices

Raising 
awareness

Establishing a 
shared vision

Decisions quality 
improved

(appropriate 
solutions

Social 
acceptance

(commitment)

Easier & long term 
implementation 

(enhancing efficiency)

Forms of PP

Processes

Outcomes



2015: UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) adopted by the
Member States together with 169 targets and sub-targets covering all
EASD related issues: climate change, freshwater, oceans/sea
environment, biodiversity, poverty, SCP, gender, human rights, etc.
SDG4 refers to Education and 4.7 for EASD. However EASD permeates
most of the SDGs.

EASD involvement in SDGs (1/4)



1. Developing and applying  the proper pedagogical and awareness 
frameworks: curricula, pre-service and in-service training of the 
educators, learning environments in line with the SDGs, at national and 
global level.

2. Enhancing the initiatives of the countries in order for their educational 
systems to reflect the SDGs and to promote their commitments and 
achievement related the SDGs.

3. Increasing the up-scaling of the related activities, by institutions and 
citizens. 

EASD involvement in SDGs (2/4)



• The interrelation of the EASD and SDGs advances the development of the
learner’s personality

• Sustainability to a large extent is summed up to the possibility of societies
to adapt to a rapidly changing world achieving a balance between the ideal
and the feasible. This demands constant awareness, updated learning
skills, in-depth comprehension, critical thinking and competences related
to reaching consensus and adapting-compromising.

EASD involvement in SDGs (3/4)



MIO-ECSDE and UNESCO Chair of the University of Athens were
requested/mandated by COP19 of the Barcelona Convention to use the
MSESD for the promotion of the SDGs in the Mediterranean region. The
Action Plan reflects this request.

EASD involvement in SDGs (4/4)



• Biodiversity loss
• Climate change 
• Water scarcity
• The Nexus of Water-Energy-Food-Ecosystems
• Sustainable consumption and production
• Marine litter

Some indicative priority issues for the 
Mediterranean that require wide Media coverage 
to raise public awareness



Since 1972, the first UN Conference on the Environment, it is estimated that 
60% of the mammals birds, fishes and reptiles have been lost. 

A considerable part of this loss is associated directly or indirectly with 
deterioration of ecosystems due:

• Food production and distribution linked to intensive agriculture from agro-
chemicals, from genetically modified and other commercial species,

• Serious reduction of quantity and quality of water allocated to them,

• Direct impact of pollution from solid and liquid waste.

All the above are exacerbated by climate change.

Biodiversity loss



The red areas  are the ones most affected by water scarcity recently due to a reduced 
precipitation in winter periods.

Climate Change in the Mediterranean



More frequent periods of reduced precipitation during winter, contributing to water scarcity. 
(NOAA, 2011)



The recent Eastern Mediterranean drought was the 
most extreme in 900 years



Risk of immersion; Nile Delta: red zone = less than 1 m above sea 
level,10 M people in 2000





Unabated weather phenomena are represented by disasters, the cost of which is enormous 
and increasing during the last three decades 



Water scarcity appears, with a particular intensity in the countries of South East 
Mediterranean, where the water resources are naturally limited, and particularly in 
the Middle East. 

In the Mediterranean, 180 million people live on less than 1000m3 / year / person
and 80 million people face a shortage, with less than 500 m3 / year / capita, while
the world average is 7,000 m3 per year.

The Middle East countries, which are characterized by growing population, with a 
rate higher than 2.8%, have only a very small percentage of the available freshwater 
of the region. 

In several Middle East countries, the natural population growth has been 
exacerbated by high flows of refugees, making the problem of water scarcity truly 
acute. 

Water scarcity



It provides the “space” within which policies and interventions 
should be closely coordinated and optimized in order to 
approach SD and achieve the SDGs.

Food

Energy

Ecosystems

Water



Water & Energy in Nexus
Amount of Energy required to provide 1 m3 of Water that is safe for human 
consumption
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46MARINE LITTER | A GROWING GLOBAL PROBLEM

Source: UNEP and GRID-Arendal, 2018. 
Marine Litter Vital Graphics. United Nations  

Environment Programme and GRID-Arendal. 

Cartographer: Maphoto/Riccardo Pravettoni



MARINE LITTER MEASURES | CLARIFYING 
COMMON MISCONCEPTIONS FREQUENTLY 
AMPLIFIED BY THE MEDIA

• Substituting ‘conventional’ plastics with bio-
based plastics is merely a distraction to the 
marine litter issue.

• Biodegradable and compostable plastics pollute 
our coasts and seas just like conventional 
plastics, as they behave quite differently in the 
marine environment than in a terrestrial setting 
(landfill, composter) where the conditions 
required for rapid biodegradation are unlikely to 
occur.  In addition, mixing  of such plastics with 
normal plastics in the recycling  stream may 
compromise the properties of the newly 
synthesised polymer. 

• End-of-pipe solutions such as cleanup operations 
cannot address the issue.
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