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1. Executive Summary 
 
• Of the 591 articles analysed, the most dominant narrative was 

about ‘power outages’ with 51% of all articles falling into this 
category.  
 

• The next highest was primarily about renewables (38%). 12% of all 
articles had a strong overlap between these first two categories.  
 

• The third singular category was made up of commentary by 
journalists that the issue of the cyclone and the blackouts had 
become politicised and therefore was about politics itself (20%). 
 

• The fourth highest category was about the storm itself, which 
characterised it as an unstoppable power of nature (18%). 
 

• The fifth highest was climate change, with most articles 
attempting to link the storm to climate change, but some 
dismissing that there could ever be a connection.  Notably, the 
‘unstoppable power of nature’ was more dominant than ‘climate 
change’ as a narrative (9%). 
 

• Sixth most numerous story was about ‘triumph over tragedy’ at 
6% with failure of planning at just over 5%. 
 

• 2% of the articles blamed power outages on the cyclone, 4% 
blamed power outages on failure of planning & 10% of articles 
blamed power outages on renewables. 

 

• No articles in the triumph of humanity category, mentioned climate 
change. 

 

• Only 21% of articles in the unstoppable power of nature category, 
mentioned climate change. 

 



 

• Of all of the articles linking power outages to renewables 46% of 
these were published in News Limited and 14% were published in 
Fairfax. 

 

• Of all of the articles linking power outages to the cyclone 15% of 
these were published in News Limited and 18% were published in 
Fairfax 31% were published in the ABC. 

 

• Of all the articles linking power outages to climate change 39% of 
these were published in Fairfax. 

 
Image 1: Word 
Cloud of 
Newspaper 
reporting of the 
September 
2016 mid-
latitude cyclone 
in South 
Australia 
  

energy

p
o
w
e
r

s
o
u
th

australia
state

a
u
s
tr
a
li
a
n

re
n
e
w
a
b
le

s
to
rm

weather

blackout

wind

e
le
c
tr
ic
it
y

s
y
s
te
m

a
ls
o

government

e
n
g
li
s
h

tr
a
n
s
m
is
s
io
n

per

m
in
is
te
r

one

a
d
e
la
id
e

across

la
s
t c
e
n
t

damage
s
to
rm
s

p
e
o
p
le

winds

w
e
e
k

north

severe

s
e
c
u
ri
ty

tu
rn
b
u
ll

m
a
rk
e
t

time

nationalvictoria

n
o
w

re
n
e
w
a
b
le
s

c
li
m
a
te

emergency

september
o
c
to
b
e
r

rain

ju
s
t

n
e
tw
o
rk

limited

e
v
e
n
t

supply
to
w
e
rs

still

w
e
d
n
e
s
d
a
y

y
e
a
r

c
a
u
s
e
d

fe
d
e
ra
l

outage
fr
y
d
e
n
b
e
rg

pty

targets
port

back
a
s
s
o
c
ia
te
d

thursday

w
it
h
o
u
t

li
n
e
s

high

0
0
0

e
x
p
e
c
te
d

media

low

c
h
a
n
g
e

new

years

hit

generation

ta
rg
e
t

tw
o

fl
o
o
d
in
g

major

g
e
t

water

c
o
a
l

need

states

much
well

yesterday

three

c
o
p
y
ri
g
h
t

around

q
u
e
e
n
s
la
n
d

g
o
in
g

w
e
a
th
e
ri
ll

fl
o
o
d

in
fr
a
s
tr
u
c
tu
re

s
e
e

premier

labor

areas
prime



 

2. Introduction: 
 

The Earth’s changing climate is having serious consequences for every 
region of Australia (CSIRO and Bureau of Meteorology, Australia 2015, p. 5). 
The impacts include more intense heat waves, firestorms, floods, cyclones 
and drought and sea level rise (CSIRO and Bureau of Meteorology, Australia 
2015, p. 7-8). Understanding how such events are reported by mainstream 
media in Australia will become increasingly important as climate change 
amplifies their intensity.  

The purpose of this research is to assess the newspaper reporting of the 
2016 South Australian Mid-Latitude cyclone (SAMLC) and examine the 
narrative trends that frame climate change around an extreme weather 
event. The links made by Australian news media provides insight into how 
climate change and scientific data are perceived by Australians.  
 

Australian attitudes to Climate Change  
 

2017 data from the Climate Institute shows 70% of Australians accept that 
climate change is occurring, up from 64% in 2012 and 60% trust in the 
science (The Climate Institute 2017). Yet only 45.6% accept that climate 
change is caused by humans (Leviston et al. 2015 p. 4), compared to a 97% 
consensus amongst climate scientists themselves.  Thus, there remains a 
‘consensus gap’ in Australia between public acceptance of the science and 
scientific consensus amongst climate scientists.  

 
Furthermore, many Australians do not know what climate change means for 
Australia’s future. Almost a fifth of those surveyed by the CSIRO in 2015 said 
that they ‘don’t know’ any of the details of Australia’s climate projections for 
80 years’ time (Leviston et al. 2015 p. 28), whilst 7.8% of respondents 
believed the Australian climate would be cooler.  

 
Australian’s opinions on climate change are changing as well. 48.5% of 
those surveyed had changed their opinion at least once (Leviston et al. 2015 
p. vii). With severe changes in weather expected in the next few decades, 
the way climate change is perceived is an important public interest issue 



 

(Bacon 2013, p. 6). Bacon argues that social attitudes shape reactions, 
which makes understanding the science and risks important to limiting 
climate vulnerability (Bacon 2013, p. 6). Yet at the same time, it is claimed 
that Australian media have been influenced by one of the most active climate 
denying lobbies in the world. (Painter, 2013, p. 85; Bacon 2013 p. 33).  

  

Media impacts on attitudes 
 

The reporting of climate change in Australia has changed substantially over 
the past four decades. As early as 1980, in depth articles quoting Australian 
climate scientists were published (Taylor 2014, p. xi) and scientists spoke 
openly and clearly about the anthropogenic origins of climate change. This 
is no longer the case and despite the science attaining ever-greater 
consensus Australians’ attitudes towards climate change have fluctuated.  

 

When communicating climate change, extreme weather events can help 
illustrate the impacts of climate change and reinforce public acceptance of 
the science. (Leviston et al. 2015 p. ix; Schäfer et al. 2013 p. 15; Bacon 
2013). Previous studies have found a link in the discourse of extreme 
weather events, such as the Brisbane floods (Holmes 2013, Bohensky and 
Leitch 2013 p. 479; Spence et al. 2011) and the effects of climate change.  
These events also work to put climate change on the national agenda (Bacon 
2013 p. 211), though, as Bacon found between 2011 and 2012, 70% of 
climate coverage in 10 major Australian newspapers, still appears after page 
8 meaning it is not prioritized by editors or treated as urgent (Bacon 2013 p. 
64). 

  

Since Australians already relate extreme weather events to climate change 
(Leviston et al. 2015 p. ix), extreme weather events are occasions that realise 
the public interest potential of closing the consensus gap between public 
and scientists understanding of climate change (Taylor 2009 p. 25). 

 

 



 

The South Australian Mid-Latitude Cyclone (SAMLC) 
  

Conditions that shaped the SAMLC  
 
In the period of the 28-29 of September 2016 South Australia was hit by a 
mid-latitude cyclone. The cyclone damaged 23 transmission towers, which 
triggered statewide power outages with parts of the state left without power 
for several days (Burns et al. 2016 p. xi; BoM 2016, p. 39). South Australia 
was without a plan for blackouts of this magnitude (Burns et al. 2016 p. xi) 
so a large amount of media attention went to blaming renewable energy, as 
45% of South Australia’s power generation at the time came from renewable 
energy. This number has since increased as South Australia works towards 
becoming completely powered by renewables (Burns et al. 2016 p. 11) 

 

The infrastructure damage across South Australia was caused by severe 
super cell thunderstorm outbreaks (BoM 2016, p. 1), which included the 
formation of a dozen tornadoes, with maximum wind gusts of 98-266 km/h 
(BoM 2016, p.24). These were then driven by the intense and powerful mid-
latitude cyclone that directly impacted the state on 29 September (BoM 
2016, p. 1). The peak rotational velocity of the main cyclone system was 
28.2 m/s (101 kms per hour), which the Bureau of Meteorology (BoM) (2016 
p. 28) regards as very strong. These conditions were linked by the BoM to 
the highest negative reading of the Indian Ocean Dipole on record (BoM 
2016, p. 2), indicating high sea surface temperatures north west of Australia. 
According to the BoM, when the Madden-Julian Oscillation (MJO) reinforced 
the negative IOD this drove the formation of atmospheric instability, and 
formation of the low-pressure system, that drove these intense events (BoM 
2016, p. 5-8).  

 

Attribution and Detection Studies 

It is important to note that due to the complexities of the climate system, 
climate change cannot alone be blamed for the SAMLC. Climate systems 
have a high degree of variability and, as asserted by Jankovic and Schultz 
(2017 p. 34), there is no way to determine the anthropogenic drivers of 
individual events. However, the SAMLC fits a number of the projected 



 

changes related to climate change. Whetten (2015 p. 131) and Dowdy et al. 
(2012 p. 1403) project the southern tracking of mid-latitude weather 
systems, such as the SAMLC. Furthermore, increased ocean temperatures 
feed more energy into east coast lows that drive precipitation events in South 
Australia. Pepler (2015 p.339) suggests that with more energy feeding these 
events there will be an increase in the intensity of mid-latitude cyclones and 
extreme precipitation events half of the year. Events like the SAMLC would 
be expected under these projections. Insofar as climate change increases 
extremes in the climate system, this may have been a factor in creating the 
strong negative IOD (BoM 2016, p.2) and atmospheric circulations that drove 
the SAMLC, and more events like it are expected in the future. The day after 
the cyclone hit, Climatologist and Climate Councillor Professor Will Steffen, 
observed that ‘Storms like the one which knocked out the entire South 
Australian electricity network yesterday are occurring in a warmer and wetter 
atmosphere... These conditions, driven by climate change, are likely 
increasing the intensity of storms like the one in South Australia’ (Climate 
Council 2016). 

 

Political Context of the Reporting of the SAMLC 

Well before the SAMLC, reporting of renewables in Australia has been 
dominated by political division in energy policy. With the election of the 
Liberal-National Party (LNP) conservative Abbott government in 2013, and 
subsequent replacement with Malcolm Turnbull as leader, followed by a 
general election of a Turnbull LNP government in July 2016, federal support 
for retaining fossil-fuel generated power has increased whilst policy 
enthusiasm for renewable energy has waned. This political context is 
significant as it can be seen from the analysis of the newspaper reporting in 
this study, that political statements and policies are an influential driver of 
reporting on climate change.  

 
On July 7 2016, two days before the election of Malcolm Turnbull as Prime 
Minister, there was an unusual confluence of events in South Australia that 
set the stage for attacks on renewables by the Turnbull government. On that 
day, there was no wind, and the sun did not shine, meaning that renewable 
power supplies were only making a small contribution to demand in the state. 
But crucially, the power grid’s inter-connector with Victoria, which would 



 

usually compensate for any shortfall in supply, was out for repairs. When 
standby gas-generators had to step in, this created an energy price hike for 
wholesale spot prices of up to $9000 per megawatt hour … almost 140 
times the national average price of $65 per mw hour.  

 

The re-elected coalition government seized on this event to suggest that 
renewables, rather than adequate energy price regulation, or the fact of the 
privatization of electricity supply, were the sole cause of electricity price 
increases. The Grattan Institute in Melbourne subsequently put out a report: 
‘Keeping the lights on: lessons from South Australia’s power shock’. What 
Coalition politicians focused upon in the report were observations about the 
‘intermittency’ of renewables. For example, the report stated that: 
 

The intermittent nature of wind – which now generates about 40 per 
cent of South Australia’s electricity – creates challenges for the price 
and reliability of power generation in the state. 
 

However, the report was also quick to point out that: 
 

While the high July prices triggered a furious blame game, criticisms 
of wind farms, gas generators or the electricity market are alarmist and 
unfair. 
 

But from the report, Liberal-National Party politicians took up the meme of 
‘keeping the lights on’ which became the main catch-cry of an attack on 
renewables during and immediately after the SAMLC. In the week before the 
cyclone,  Federal environment and energy minister Josh Frydenberg, was 
already mounting an attack on renewables, by attacking Labor government 
states that had higher renewable energy targets than the federal 
government. The argument levelled against the renewable friendly-states 
was that state-level incentives to develop renewables were ‘skewing’ the 
investment market, which Frydenberg insisted should be nationally 
competitive.  

 



 

When the SAMLC hit south Australia and destroyed 23 transmission towers, 
coalition politicians saw it as an opportunity to increase criticism of 
renewables by blaming them, rather than the storm, for the blackout.  
 

On the day of the blackout, whilst the storm was still presenting a danger to 
South Australians, Federal Coalition ministers continued their criticism of 
renewable energy. The Prime Minister, Malcolm Turnbull, Deputy Prime 
Minister Barnaby Joyce and Environment and Frydenberg all used identical 
language: that “energy security” is Australia’s number-one priority. Or, as 
Frydenberg also put it: 

 
“We must keep the lights on.” 

 
Turnbull spoke of the extremely “aggressive” renewable energy targets the 
states have put in, but which have, ironically helped the federal government 
meet its own targets as part of UN framework agreements.  Whilst both 
Turnbull and Frydenberg conceded, at one point, that severe weather was 
the source of the blackout, the impact of the cyclone was trivialised in favour 
of an assault on renewables. 

  

The Deputy Prime-Minister’s interviews on radio put the imagined threat of 
renewables well ahead of the storm’s potential dangers.   

 

“Of course in the middle of a storm, there are certain areas where wind 
power works – it works when wind is at a milder style, it doesn’t work 
when there’s no wind and it doesn’t work when there’s excessive wind 
– and it obviously wasn’t working too well last night because they had 
a blackout.” 

 

For these ministers, putting out a message that renewables were to blame 
because, they argued, they could not deliver a stable power system to South 
Australia, was an urgent priority that could both kill any climate message 
while denigrating renewables.  
	



 

3. Methodology 
 

The database Factiva was used to correlate all articles produced from within 
Australia between the dates of 19th of September and 9th of October, with 
ten days either side of the cyclone on 29 of September 2016. This period 
measures both warnings for the cyclone and surrounding storms, the effects 
of extreme weather and the discussion afterwards. The database Factiva 
searched for the terms “South Australia” with both “storm” and/or “cyclone”.  
591 articles fit these criteria and were then organised chronologically. It is 
important to note that some of these were nearly identical, with slight 
changes in content or title. This repetition is still important as despite the 
similarities, the tone of the message can be shifted greatly by how something 
is titled and what is strategically left out. Moreover, the further reach an article 
has, the more readers are exposed to a message. 

 

To analyse the articles the program NVivo was used to look for word 
frequency patterns and track the narrative trends present in articles. The 
narrative trends in articles initially looked for were “unstoppable power of 
nature” (narratives where ‘nature’ is the most powerful force), “triumph of 
humanity” (humans prevailing over extreme weather) and “failure of planning” 
(devastating impacts caused by negligence). These were narratives found in 
reporting of other extreme events in Australia, (Holmes 2013 n.p). However, 
the widespread power outages over South Australia shaped the discussion 
away from these narratives. Instead, discussion around renewables, climate 
change and political debate were all more significant in media reporting. This 
gives key insights into the reporting trends in the aftermath of extreme 
weather events. It should be noted that articles often had more than one 
trend; some discussed both climate change and renewables for example as 
such percentages do not add up to 10.



 

4. Description of Categories: 
 
Climate Change 
  

As predicted by the IPCC (2014) there will be many changes in the nature of 
extreme weather events in Australia. The South Australian mid-latitude 
cyclone (SAMLC) exhibited several trends associated with predicted 
changes to climate forcing in Australia, trending poleward and being of 
extreme force. As such, it would be an important event to generate 
discussion of climate change. The discussion around climate change, even 
when negative, still works to draw public awareness of the issue and when 
linked to the SAMLC gives the context of the threats climate change poses.  

 

Cyclone mentioned 
  
The BoM categorized the storm that hit South Australia as a ‘Mid-Latitude 
cyclone.’ The official report into the event listed cyclonic wind speeds of 
105km/h (BoM 2016) and several tornadoes. When using the correct 
terminology for the storms it gives Australian readers a better understanding 
of the science behind extreme weather and improves communication of 
climate science, which can be very complex and hard to convey.  

 

Extreme weather intensifying as a trend 
 

Extreme weather intensifying is a key signal of the effects of climate change. 
In tracking the increase of extreme weather observed in Australia over the 
last decade (or more) readers are exposed to a trend, which poses real 
danger to Australian communities. As climate change intensifies through 
increased emissions it is increasingly important that Australians are aware of 
this trend.  This would increase awareness of the preparation needed when 
dealing with extreme weather which would help lower the potential impacts 
of storms. 

 



 

Failure of planning 
 

The narratives categorized as  ‘failure of planning’ lay the damages caused 
by the SAMLC as the fault of government or councils. This narrative blames 
human inaction or negligence as the reason that damage or power outages 
occur. This is particularly focused on politicians and leaders who were 
unprepared for the disaster, which exacerbated the problems faced by 
ordinary citizens.  

 

Politicized issue 
 

As a case study, the SAMLC is particularly interesting. The discussion did 
not focus around the weather as much as it did the political fallout that was 
caused by the discussion of renewables. As leading politicians around the 
country blamed power outages on renewables being unsustainable this 
gained criticism from the media who saw it as politicians using South 
Australia’s hardship as an excuse for their own political agendas. As such, 
the politicization of the issue gained criticism.  

 
Power outages 
 

By far the most discussed issue in the SAMLC was the widespread effects 
of the black-outs caused when power lines were brought down in the storm. 
The widespread nature of the blackouts and their sudden nature raised 
questions of their origin. Blame was not always given to the storm but to a 
variety of causes despite most regions having power again after a day. 

 

 
Renewables discussed 

 

As South Australia moves to be completely powered by renewables by 2030 
(at 40% at the time of the cyclone) the power outages brought the viability 



 

and reliability of renewables into the discussion after the SAMLC. This acted 
as a platform for the debate on renewables by politicians and the media alike.  

 

Renewables incompatible with energy 
 

This category blames the power outages across South Australia on the use 
of renewable sources. This narrative is absolute in its blame and does not 
see renewables as a sustainable source of energy, favouring coal instead in 
most cases. 

 

Weather warning 
 

The storm warnings mark the prediction of extreme weather events such as 
tidal surges, tornadoes, storms and floods in the period of 19/9/17-
09/10/17.  

 

Triumph of humanity 
 
The triumph of humanity narrative focuses on people overcoming the power 
of nature. This can include acts of altruism, charity or ‘mateship’ in the face 
of hardship. Generally, this focuses on individuals or communities coming to 
together to help others or acts of bravery in the face of extreme conditions.  

 

Unstoppable power of nature 
 

The unstoppable power of nature highlights the power of extreme weather 
events. This narrative focuses on the extreme nature of conditions and the 
futility or powerlessness that humans have in stopping it. This lack of control 
is often highlighted and juxtaposed by the destructive power of the event.  

  



 

5. Tables and Findings 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 Total narrative styles 

Figure 1 Narrative trends 19/9/16-9/10/16  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
Table 1 Narrative trends in the newspaper reporting of the SAMLC.   
 

A number of trends emerged when analysing the articles surrounding the 
SAMLC. Unsurprisingly the highest number of articles were produced 
around the 29 September 2016 when the cyclone hit Adelaide, with most 
articles published on the 29-30th September 2016 (see figure 1). However, 
the debate was revived again on the 4-6th of October 2016 as the South 
Australian premier, Jay Weatherill, hit back at claims that renewables were 
to blame for the widespread power outages (Burns et al. 2016), igniting 
political debate.   
 

Because of South Australia’s move towards renewable energy (45% at the 
time of the cyclone) (Burns et al. 2016 p. 11), more than half of articles 
(50.76%) discussed the power outages. This is an important distinction 
between this case study and those conducted by Taylor (2013), Bacon 
(20113) and Leviston et al. (2015) on climate change communication. 
Renewable energy and the power outages were discussed more than the 

Narrative Trends Percentage (%) 

Power outages 50.76 

Renewables discussed 38.07 

Politicized issue 19.63 

Unstoppable power of nature  17.94 

Renewables incompatible with 
sustainable energy 12.69 

Climate Change 8.97 

Weather warnings 6.43 

Triumph of humanity  5.58 

Failure of planning 5.25 

Extreme weather intensifying as a 
trend 3.89 

Cyclone mentioned 2.03 



 

narratives of the ‘unstoppable power of nature’, failure of planning, and 
triumph of humanity (see figure 2), which in turn promoted a discussion of 
climate change. This debate around renewable energy also makes it 
incredibly relevant to look at who was referenced in discussions with very 
little emphasis placed on scientific groups.  The nature of the discussion of 
climate change was also correlated to newspaper ownership. 
 

Narrative Categories 
 

 

 

Drawing on a study of news reporting of the Brisbane floods in 2011, Holmes 
has hypothesized that three narrative trends are quite common in framing 
extreme weather events. These were included in this study as ‘axial codes’ 
within an open coding process. The three narratives are the ‘unstoppable 
power of nature’, triumph of humanity’ and ‘failure of planning’ (seen in bold 
in table 1). It was found that these categories were present in a significant 
proportion of articles. However, seen in table 1 and figure 3 they were 
overshadowed by the articles discussing power outages, renewables and 
the politicisation of the issue. 

 

Figure 3 Narrative Categories over time 19/9/16-9/19/16 



 

 
These narrative categories proved to have very little correlation to climate 
change with the exception of the ‘unstoppable power of nature category’, 
with 7 of 591 articles (13%) referencing it and climate change (see figure 4).  
‘The unstoppable power of nature’ was used to categorize articles 
highlighting the power of extreme weather events. The narrative of these 
articles focuses on the extreme nature of conditions and the futility of 
stopping it. As such, of the three traditional categories set out this was the 
most fitting in the event of the SAMLC at 17.94%, and the discussion of 
climate change being 13%.  Furthermore, the unstoppable power of nature 
was the most common category linked to power outages with 44.97%. 

 

By contrast, in the ‘triumph of humanity’ narrative the discussion of climate 
change was non-existent. As this category focuses on people overcoming 
the power of nature this makes sense. Where the ‘triumph of humanity’ 
narrative operates it almost always excludes a discussion of climate change. 
For example, Bohensky and Leitch (2013) found this narrative was the most 
used in reporting of the 2011 Brisbane floods, which had very little coverage 
of climate change. 

 

Finally, 4 of the 53 articles (8%) referencing climate change discussed a 
‘failure of planning’. This focused the blame on politicians and leaders who 
were unprepared for the disaster. As an independent inquiry showed plans 
were not in place for black outs of this magnitude this narrative proved true 
(Burns et al. 2016 p. xii) and it is notable there was not more focus on this. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
	



 

 

Climate change

  

 
 

Climate change vs.      

Extreme weather intensifying 19 36% 

Failure of planning 4 8% 

Renewables 39 74% 

Triumph of Humanity 0 0% 

Unstoppable power of nature 7 13% 

Power outages  18 34% 

 
Table 2 Narrative categories linked to climate change 

 

  

Figure 4 Narrative Categories linked to climate change 



 

Framing of climate change 

As outlined in the introduction, the framing of climate change in Australian 
newspapers has a substantial influence on policy debates and opinion 
formation about climate change. (Bacon 2013; Taylor 2013).  As predicted 
by the IPCC there will be a number of changes in the nature of extreme 
weather events in Australia. The SAMLC exhibited a number of unusual 
trends and, as such, held great potential to generate discussion of climate 
change. Even when negative, this discussion still works to draw public 
awareness of the issue and when linked to the SAMLC gives context of the 
threats climate change poses.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Editorial stance on climate change 

Over all news outlets, 8.99% of articles discussed climate change. Of these 
articles 73%  (see figure 5) represented climate change positively, meaning 
that they sought to accurately represent the science and implications for 
Australia’s future, with only 6% misrepresenting data, ‘negatively’.  For the 
most part climate change was linked to the conversation around renewables 
(74%) (see figure 4). This accounts for why this study had a higher rate of 
climate change discussion than previous case studies.  Some 36% of articles 
discussing climate change linked it to the intensification of extreme weather 
events. This proved to be only 3.89% of the overall articles despite a strong 
correlation between the two categories.  

 

Figure 5 Discursive stance of articles that discussed climate change 



 

Coverage of climate change by Newspaper Ownership 

 
Figure 6 Discursive stance of articles covering climate change by newspaper ownership by number 
 

Figure 7 Discursive stance of articles covering climate change by newspaper ownership by 
percentage 
 

  



 

 
Table 3: Discursive stance of articles covering climate change by newspaper ownership by number 
 
There was also a strong correlation between the positive and negative 
discussion of climate change and the ownership of newspapers. The results 
seen in figure 6 do not take into account the circulation of papers and 
readership. Independent news sites were overwhelming positive but as they 
don’t have the same scale of readership as mainstream papers, the study 
will focus on Fairfax and News limited who, together, in 2011 commanded 
86% of newspaper sales (Goldsmith 2013 n.p).  

 

With 20 articles referencing climate change, Fairfax could be said to to have 
had a larger impact than other sources in drawing connections between the 
events in South Australia and climate change. 90% of articles had a positive 
discursive position on climate, and the remaining 10% were neutral 
(acknowledging its existence without further insight). As Fairfax controls just 
under 20% of the Australian newspaper market it provides a substantial 
platform for the discussion of climate change. This shows a shift in the 
Australian media market from Bacon’s 2013 (p. 124) study into the 
discussion of climate change in the context of renewable energy. In the 
period studied in 2011-2012, positive coverage of climate change by Fairfax 
accounted for around half the discussion, with the other half negative (Bacon 
2013 p. 6).  

 
In comparison, the discussion of climate change by News Limited was 
strongly negative. With News Limited holding a majority of the Australian 
newspaper market at 65% of all daily newspapers and some 17.3 million 
copies sold each day (Bacon 2013 p. 211; Goldsmith 2013 n.p). Climate 

News Paper 
Group Total 

Positive 
# 

Positive 
(%) 

Negative 
# 

Negative 
(%) Neutral # 

Neutral 
(%) 

AAP 9 7 78% 0 0% 2 22% 

ABC 4 3 75% 0 0% 1 25% 

Fairfax 20 18 90% 0 0% 2 10% 

The 
Conversation 5 5 100% 0 0% 0 0% 

News Limited 8 3 38% 4 50% 1 13% 

Other 3 1 33% 0 0% 2 67% 



 

change had very little mention, with only 7 articles mentioning it at all. This 
minimal coverage also proved to be 58% negative. Taylor (2014, p. 14) 
asserts that News Limited has spent the past 20 years framing climate 
science as uncertain, which has influenced the attitudes of its readers. While 
in the same time period other print media, such as Fairfax and open-web 
outlets such as the Guardian and The Conversation, have changed their 
narrative, which can explain the overwhelming positive response from other 
news outlets,  found in this case study. Nevertheless, because News Corp 
and Fairfax, own an overwhelming majority of the print media market, they 
have considerable influence over the issue-attention economy,  and the way 
that climate change is framed within that economy. 

 

Power outages and renewables 

 
 
Figure 8 Power outages and renewables 
 

Power outages linked to Articles % 

Unstoppable power of nature 67 45% 

Cyclone 5 3% 

Failure of planning 26 17% 

Renewables being incompatible with sustainable energy 61 41% 

Climate change 18 27% 

 
Table 4 Power outages and renewables



 

Given that more than half of all articles discussed power outages, the 
SAMLC in a sense competed with renewables as news items. Both have a 
bearing on power supply distribution, but ironically, it was renewables that 
put climate change on the news agenda rather than the cyclone. As shown 
in figure 8 the discussion of climate change is correlated to the discussion of 
renewables. As such, the widespread power outages, and the fact that 
South Australia is reliant on renewable energy worked to put the issues on 
the national agenda. The power outages were most commonly linked to the 
unstoppable power of nature, at 44.97%, followed closely by renewables 
being unreliable at 40.94% (figure 8). Only 12.08% of articles into the power 
outages drew correlation to climate change.  

 

 

 
Figure 9 Discursive stance of articles discussing renewables 
 

 

 

  



 

Discussion of renewables 
 

In total, 74% of articles discussing climate change discussed renewables 
(see figure 4), which indicates the debate around renewables drew attention 
to the issue of climate change. This is arguably more important than the 
extreme weather event itself for promoting the discussion of climate change. 
Overall, the discussion of renewables was positive, however 12.69% of the 
total articles used the cyclone to attack renewable energy as an 
unsustainable energy supply. Of the articles discussing renewables though 
67% were positive about renewables with only 33% ‘negative’ and blaming 
them for the power outages (figure 9). In this way, the negative attention 
surrounding renewable energy may have sparked debate that was used to 
highlight the positives of renewable energy and the need driving it, being 
reduced emissions. 

 

Schäfer et al. (2013 p. 15) argues that political debate of climate change 
enhances media attention of the issue more than anything else. The 
renewable debate in this study was driven by politician’s nation-wide 
becoming critical of South Australia’s use of renewable energy. Liberal and 
Coalition party members, and Independent Senator Nick Xenophon used the 
SAMLC as grounds to fiercely attack renewables (in some 12.69% of 
articles), which caused a politicisation of the discussion.  

 
In reaction to this, 19.63% of articles then called out politicians for politicising 
the issue and using South Australia’s hardship as an excuse for their own 
political agendas. The Climate Institute (2017) found that the vast majority of 
Australians, 86%, advocate for clean energy. As 90% of Australians hold 
responsibility for action on climate change and renewables sit at a federal 
level. This would be a factor in the high level of ‘politicized’ articles found in 
this study as only 19% of Australians think the Federal Government is doing 
a ‘good job’ (The Climate Institute 2016 n.p). As such, the politicization of 
the issue gained criticism, which was the focus of nearly a fifth of articles. 
However, this criticism of politicians did in turn give them a platform to voice 
these opinions and move the discussion away from climate scientists or 
experts.  

 



 

 

 

 

Political Discourse 
 

Politicians dominated the newspaper articles with very little mention given by 
comparison to climate scientists or BoM. As seen in figure 9 Liberal Prime 
Minister Malcolm Turnbull had almost 3 times the mentions in articles 
compared to the BoM, and more than the BoM and State Emergency 
Service (SES) combined. Turnbull used this event as a reason to attack 
renewables, which is inaccurate as the power outages were found by an 
independent inquiry to be because of infrastructure damage (Burns et al. 
2016; BoM 2016 p. 124). Furthermore, when the BoM was referenced it was 
for the most part only in forecasting. In the aftermath of the event there was 
very little discussion of what caused the SAMLC (less than 4% of articles 
spoke of extreme weather intensifying as a trend). This is problematic as it 
means that Australia’s climate scientists are not engaging with the public in 
key periods after extreme weather events. Politicians with very little 
understanding of atmospheric science and an agenda against renewables 
were given increased weight in the debate. 

Figure 10 Mentions of Politicians vs. BoM 



 

 
Communicating science can work as a basis for potential political and 
societal adaption. Unlike in Germany, where ‘mediatization’ (Ivanova et al. 
2013 p. 20) helps to clearly communicate science and accurately inform 
public opinions, Australia reports little on scientific data. News Limited, 
whom, for the most part present climate change negatively when at all, owns 
the vast majority of the Australian newspaper market, in percentages unseen 
in any other country. During the time-sample of 10 capital city newspapers, 
2011-2012, Bacon (2013 p. 15) found that only 11% of articles on climate 
change referenced peer-reviewed climate science.  

 

The disconnect between journalists and the scientific community can be 
shown by the infrequent use of the term ‘cyclone’ in reporting of the overall 
SAMLC. Only 2.03% of articles referred to the weather events as a cyclone 
(BoM 2016). The preferred term, ‘storm’, does not encapsulate the severity 
of the event. Using the correct terminology informs the public of climate 
science and accurately portrays risk. This can lead to a better understanding 
of climate change. Having a mid-latitude cyclone cause severe damage and 
power outages over South Australia ties into projected changes to Australia’s 
climate. In communicating this science effectively it can promote awareness, 
understanding and pro-mitigation behaviours by the Australian population.  
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