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Water Crisis in Newark, New Jersey
(In the News: 2016–2021)

Water Crisis in Flint, Michigan
(In the News: 2016– present)

OUTCOMES RELATED TO THE WATER CRISIS IN FLINT, MI MEDIA STORM: 

Week of highest news coverage: January 16-22, 2016 
Number of news articles week before: 26
Number of news articles that week: 90
Number of news articles during peak month coverage: 328

VERY 
HIGH

Week of highest news coverage: May 15-21, 2016 
Number of news articles week before: 36
Number of news articles that week: 73
Number of news articles during peak month coverage: 227

MED
LOW

The Newark Water Crisis �rst began in 2016, when elevated lead levels were detected in the drinking water 
for 30 public schools in Newark. In 2017, the city published a report �nding that the city was in violation of 
the EPA's max allowed lead level in the water. Public pressure mounted, and in 2018, a nonpro�t called the 
Natural Resources Defense Council sued the city. From 2019-2021, the city replaced all its lead pipes, which 
were aging and rapidly deteriorating, causing the crisis. The large-scale project to replace the pipes was 
�nshed in a third of the projected time and praised by the Natural Resources Defense Council.

In 2014, after switching to the Flint River as a water source, Flint, Michigan, was exposed to deadly levels of 
lead and Legionnaires’-causing bacteria due to lead from old pipes. In 2016, after the outbreak became public, 
the National Guard mobilized, and both the Michigan Governor and President Obama declared states of 
emergency. The water was declared safe that June, and criminal investigations began. Between 2016 and 
2022, 15 people, including the former governor, were indicted, though none were convicted of serious charges. 
Seventy-four lawsuits followed, �led by citizens and groups like the ACLU against state of�cials, the 
Department of Environmental Quality, and the EPA.

• While the crisis began in 2014, the initially modest news coverage did not reachits highest point until January 
2016, when the Michigan Governor and President Obama declared a state and federal emergency (January 
5th and 16th, respectively). These "alarms" prompted journalists to turn their attention to the crisis, and once 
there, journalists shifted into "patrol" mode for the following months and years, as coverage remained high 
through 2017 and beyond.

• Photos of the water and resulting medical conditions, imagery from activists, and evidence of government 
assistance and philanthropy boosted the emotional impact of the story and its perceived importance.

• Overall, this item was newsworthy because it was a story about government corruption, 
negligence, and immense mishandling of a public health crisis. The emotional weight is exacer-
bated by the fact that Flint is a poor, predominantly African American city (if not the perceived 
newsworthiness). The Legionnaires Disease outbreak caused at least a dozen deaths and made 
many more people ill.

• This story is newsworthy because the victims were children and the issues took place in 
schools, which are viewed as safe spaces for children, adding to the emotional impact of 
the story.

• However, this item lacked some heat in its lack of sensationalism. The Flint Water Crisis was a 
story of government culpability, as of�cials chose to divert the water supply to save money, while the 
Newark crisis was more simply a problem of corroding pipes. Additionally, the Newark crisis had no record-
ed casualties.

• Circulated images showed the impacted communities and families, but lacked sensationalism or direct 
relevance to the crisis itself.

• Additionally, government mismanagement and cover-ups had a strong history of media coverage and public 
attention. Erin Brokovich (1996), Hurricane Katrina (2005), and more recent criticism of FEMA and the EPA 
are examples of numerous successive events that primed the public for a story of government culpability in 
public health.

• By hitting the national news in the lead up to the 2016 national election, the Flint crisis was positioned to be 
a key force of national political attention. Additionally, heightened attention to the environment and racial 
inequalities in the previous decade positioned the public to be more receptive to Flint as an issue at the 
intersection of public health and social inequity.

• A broader legacy of environmental crises and controversial government responses shaped 
public receptivity to Newark as another instance of environmental injustice and policy 
negligence.

• The Flint water crisis began just two years earlier, which may have primed audiences for renewed attention 
to issues of lead contamination and environmental neglect.

• However, Flint may also have limited Newark’s visibility by saturating the media agenda. Given issue fatigue 
and short attention spans, the public may have been less responsive to another case of toxic water.

• There was a strong history of environmental disasters, from oil spills to the ozone 
layer, that primed the public to see eco-disasters as important and relevant.

• Attention beyond the news media included widespread criticism by celebrities (including �lmmaker Michael 
Moore – a Flint native – as well as musicians Eminem, Niki Manaj, Madonna, and Pearl Jam) and a 
star-studded #JusticeForFlint Bene�t in January 2016, held the same day as the 2016 Oscars.

• After the Flint Mayor and the Michigan Governor both declared the crisis a state of emergency, President 
Obama declared it a federal emergency, authorizing FEMA resources to provide clean water, �lters, and 
other aid.

• Newark had political/legislative oxygen at both the state and federal levels. he EPA awarded 
the Newark Board of Education $7.5 million to replacelead pipes, and a state government 
bill was also introduced to address the replacement of these pipes. 

• Newark gained the attention of the Natural Resource Defense Council and the Newark Education Workers, 
who jointly sued the city.

• Notably, unlike Flint, there were not multiple lawsuits, federal legislation, or high-pro�le federal interven-
tion. While attention outside the media was directed towards �xing the crisis, it was mainly in the upper 
echelons of government and involved interest groups that are not well-known to the broader public.

• The water crisis was ampli�ed by the involvement of local experts, including Virginia Tech 
Professor Marc Edwards and Flint pediatrician Dr. Mona Hanna-Attisha.

• Enhanced lead standards in Michigan: In 2023, Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer signed a trio of biparti-
san-supported bills giving Michigan the strictest lead policies in the nation. On July 1, 2025, Flint �nished 
replacing the nearly 11,000 lead pipes and restoring over 28,000 affected properties.

• Political pushback: In the wake of the crisis, Gov. Snyder’s approval rating fell to an all-time low, and in 

subsequent elections, voters ushered in a democratic governor and attorney general. 
• Rise in policy salience: The Flint Water Crisis elevated the salience of water policy and environmental 

justice. Questions of water policy have expanded to address access and affordability, as well as “environ-
mental racism.”
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