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In 1953, Disney threw lemmings over a precipice and filmed it in order to cre-
ate the illusion of natural mass suicide behavior in the film White Wilderness
(“White Wilderness”). If this is surprising, consider cinema’s ability to influ-
ence the public. People everywhere are so sure of Disney’s lie that the truth
about lemming behavior is shocking. However, the success of the documen-

tary came at a hefty price. 
All films aim to deliver their messages to as many people as possible. The audi-

ence generally cares about the end result, not necessarily how it was achieved or if it
is fact or fiction. Regrettably, Earth and its wildlife are often compromised in the
film making process. One obvious crime committed by Disney is that its “documen-
tary” depicted lemmings incorrectly. The rodent was shown doing something it
never does (committing suicide) in a place where it does not live (Alberta, Canada).
Besides creating an erroneous educational video, Disney killed a lot of animals dur-
ing the making of White Wilderness. Though this may seem unacceptable by mod-
ern standards, the public did not denounce Disney’s actions at the time. In spite of
all the false information and environmental negligence, the movie won the 1958
Academy Award for best documentary (“1958 Academy Awards”). While an exten-
sive set of rules now exists to help avoid environmental abuse in film, nature contin-
ues to be inaccurately portrayed and harmed in lieu of tighter policy. Abusive nature
cinematography must stop, for nature, and sometimes artists, are needlessly harmed
in the process. 

The film industry does not typically come to mind when people are asked to
name an exceedingly un-environmental business. Unfortunately, the dangers associ-
ated with reckless filmmaking do not dissuade crews from breaking cinematography
laws. A study conducted by the UCLA Institute for the Environment reveals that the
movie business is the second biggest polluter in California (Allen). Second only to
petroleum refining, Hollywood pollutes more than aerospace, apparel, and semicon-
ductor manufacturing. In 1991, studios generated 46,000 tons of trash and recycled
only 15% of the refuse. In an effort to limit irresponsible filmmaking, two types of
regulations were established: those regarding proper environmental conduct and
those regarding treatment of wildlife.
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a lot of animals during the making of White Wilderness.

What happens
when a tree hug-
ger and amateur
filmmaker takes a
college writing
course? The Con-
structing Nature
Writing 20 class
gave me the
opportunity to

finally resolve questions I have had for
a long time. The artist in me always
wondered how some of the amazing
nature programs I see on TV were made.
The environmentalist wondered if the
planet was harmed during the film mak-
ing process. At first, I dreaded the ten
page research paper due at the end of
the semester, but I found I had so much
to say. I have a fairly lively writing style
that while entertaining, can be too
casual. This class helped me make my
writing more suitable for academic pur-
poses without smothering my own voice.
You will also notice that this essay in-
cludes many short case studies that
cover both sides of an argument.
Although the variety of examples helps
make the paper a quick and refreshing
read, writing them was a slow and dif-
ficult process. The biggest issue I had
was how to address different sides of
an issue without contradicting myself.
The class taught me how to use a wealth
of examples to provide a more compre-
hensive view of my thesis. As a result,
my argument is more convincing and
thorough. I hope that my essay is as
fun to read as it was for me to write.
Do you have the same questions I did?
The answers follow. 



Since the biggest environmental impact
created by the film industry is the amount of
waste generated, environmental laws usually
concern garbage disposal. Matrix Reloaded
recycled 97% of its waste (Hampton). Its elab-
orate set, including a 1.4 mile, three lane loop
highway system built from scratch, would over-
whelm the California’s landfills with 11,000
tons of trash. AB939, the Integrated Waste
Management Act, declared that Californian
jurisdictions must reduce waste going to land-
fills by 25% by 1995 and 50% by 2000 (Envi-
ronmental Management). As such, Hollywood
was forced to properly dispose of all waste
from its production and divert half of it which
doubtlessly adds to the cost of the production.
Despite the cost, less trash was generated over-
all. California’s landfills, already packed nearly
to the brim, were spared. This joint effort by
all industries, particularly the reduction by
Hollywood, made the effort a success.

Park systems take into account not only
the amount of waste generated by a produc-
tion, but how on-site filming would impact
the protected environment. For example,
Canadian National Parks specify that any on-
site set must first be approved (Parks Canada).
The location must be kept clean at all times.
Moreover, crews may only camp or work in
areas designated by the park in order to re-
duce ecological impact. Making sure that
crews remove waste or stipulating what can
or cannot be done is not the difficult part of
enforcing environmental regulations. Difficul-
ties lie in ensuring that companies act in the
best interest of the environment between the
approval of a project and clean up. Most vio-

lations occur during the production period. 
In terms of wildlife, film crews must re-

spect wild animals by leaving them alone. The
Endangered Species Act defines harassment as
“An intentional or negligent act or omission
which creates the likelihood of injury to wild-
life by annoying it to such an extent as to sig-
nify disrupt normal behavior patterns” (ESA,
as qtd. in Hammitt). Disturbance is defined as
“to intrude upon, inconvenience, or interfere
with.” The ESA defines these terms because
actions of this kind would bring a species
closer to extinction. Though animals filmed
are not usually endangered, no animal should
be subject to actions that would threaten its
well-being. Using these definitions as a base-
line for comparison, each area or park has its
own guidelines for visitors in order to avoid
bothering animals, ranging from general
statements to extremely detailed codes of con-
duct. On one end of the spectrum, Yellow-
stone National Park uses the rule of thumb
that if one causes an animal to move, it is too
close (Yellowstone National Park). On the
other end, several counties in Florida have
explicit regulations in order to protect nesting
sea turtles. For example, no lights may be
used on the beach for night-time filming from
March 1 to October 31 (Fish and Wildlife
Conservation Commission). 

The problem with wildlife regulations lies
in the difficulty of determining when infringe-
ment has actually occurred. The ambiguity
makes it possible for cinematographers to
cross boundaries and cover their tracks. If no
anthropogenic influence is evident, how can
one say for sure whether or not an occurrence
is unnatural? If no human is in the same
screen shot, can we be certain an animal’s ter-
ritory was invaded?

Environmental infringements, however, are
not as nebulous; there have been blatant vio-
lations. 20th Century Fox set its heart on
using the Thai island of Phi Phi for its produc-
tion The Beach (Asian Economic News).
Though the island is under the protection of
Thai national park laws, the government
accepted Fox’s proposal in hopes of improv-
ing tourism and appreciation of parks via
publicity. Though it is illegal to change the
“existing natural conditions of a national
park without permission of the authorized
agency” Phi Phi did not exactly match the
script’s description of a flawless tropical
beach the size of a football field. Ignoring reg-
ulations, Fox began to turn the island into its
ideal set. The company “bulldozed the beach,
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wildlife regulations
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how can one say for
sure whether or not 
an occurrence is 
unnatural? 
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removed native plants, and planted some 100
coconut trees ...” (Third World Network).
What is particularly unfortunate about this
case is that the situation could have been
averted. Ing Kajanavit, a Thai director and
environmentalist, attests that shots used in the
movie could have been achieved without
altering the environment via camera angles
and multiple locations. 

Fox’s actions, however, did not go unno-
ticed. Protests began before the start of pro-
duction and continued well after the releases
of the film (Third World Network). Cam-
paigns ranged from nonviolent sit-ins on the
set by local villagers to international efforts to
boycott The Beach. The controversy was taken
all the way to the United States Supreme Court
when the Krabi Provincial Administration
Organization filed a case against Fox in 1999
(The Nation). Seven years later, the court
penalized the film company for unnecessary
ecological destruction and ordered them to
repair all environmental damage to Maya
beach where the filming took place. 

The Beach is a prime example of environ-
mental degradation occurring after the ap-
proval of a project. It is also a case where a
company suffered the consequences of its
actions. As a result of the public’s outcry
against Fox’s environmental abuse, The Beach
made a very small profit: barely twice its costs
(Box Office Mojo). In fact, its domestic gross
was $39,785,027; nearly ten million shy of its
production budget. Not only did Fox suffer in
the box office, they had to spend what income
they had compensating for damage. The unre-
lenting criticism against Fox is what ultimately
caused The Beach to fail. Regulations must be
firm about holding perpetrators accountable.
It is this follow-through that will help make
policies effective. If the cost of damaging the
environment is greater than its benefits, cases
of intentional degradation will decrease. 

Controversial environmental treatment has
helped troubleshoot the current set of regula-
tions and even inspired changes in company
philosophies. The film crew of recent Chinese
movie The Promise was convicted of harming
the environment during production (Yan). The
offense was more serious than Fox’s case in
that the crew did not receive approval before
filming in the scenic country of Shangri-la. The
damage included abandonment of a hut, con-
struction of a concrete structure, and place-
ment of over 100 poles on a lake bend. The
crew, however, refused to take responsibility
for harm done to the locations in the Yunnan

province. Chen Hong, the wife of the movie’s
director, attempted to justify their actions by
citing funds left to the local government for
dealing with post production cleanup (China
Daily, “Pollution Battle”). Hong’s defense
failed. In the end, the Chinese government
ordered the crew to “fully restore the damaged
area and submit a public report” (China
Daily, “China to Penalize”).

Environmental abuse is a recurring prob-
lem in China. The blatant disregard for the
environment demonstrated by The Promise,
however, ignited a reformation in Chinese
cinematography laws. In an effort to protect
the natural wonders of the nation, the Minis-
try of Construction has proposed either an
extensive permit application or a ban on film-
ing in these locations (Yang). Following the
The Promise controversy, “leading Chinese
produces and directors [supported] a ‘green
production code’ and would make every
effort to protect the environment during film-
ing.” The code asked directors to take the 
environment into consideration during pro-
duction and for environmental and media
organizations to oversee the production. 

Appreciation for China’s natural beauty
has increased as a result of the hype created by
negligent film crews. If people value nature as
more than a resource to be exploited for mon-
etary gain, they will be more likely to protect
it. A rule that people feel is valid is far more
potent than one unsupported by the masses. It
is imperative that the opinion of the public
coincides with the law and a change in percep-
tion can help this happen. Therefore, similar
points of view are crucial when it comes to
preventing the film industry from harming the
environment.

Being ecologically friendly and creating a
compelling film are not mutually exclusive.
The crew of Lord of the Rings transformed
New Zealand into the world of Middle Earth
then brought it back with minimal environ-
mental impact (Wright). Take, for example, the
onsite creation of Edoras, a city situated on a
lone steep-sided plateau. In addition to being
undeveloped, the location, Mount Potts, is
home to migrating birds and salmon. As such,
the production was challenged to deal with
“trampling on ground cover by the huge crew;
the use of horses; special effects such as fire,
rain, snow and smoke; and managing fuel and
handling wastewater.” Today, evidence of hum-
an impact is negligible. Grass removed for con-
struction was placed in a nursery and replant-
ed after filming. River crossings were built to

Surely no place on
Earth resembles
what was called for
in the script for
J.R.R. Tolkien’s epic
fantasy. Yet, an
environmentally
conscious crew
filmed great battles
in a mythical world
and won 11 Oscars.
Furthermore, New
Zealand’s natural 
beauty received
extraordinary pub-
licity as a result of
filming The Lord of
the Rings. 
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minimize impact on fish. The New Zealand army
was used as extras instead of transporting actors
from around the country to a remote location. Most
amazing of all, a city was constructed and has since
vanished. 

Surely no place on Earth resembles what was
called for in the script for J.R.R. Tolkien’s epic fanta-
sy. Yet, an environmentally conscious crew filmed
great battles in a mythical world and won 11 Oscars.
Furthermore, New Zealand’s natural beauty received
extraordinary publicity as a result of filming The
Lord of the Rings. A survey conducted by Monash
University shows that 10% of the tourists who visit-
ed the country came because of the trilogy (Croy). Of
those, 57% said that it was the stunning scenery seen
in the films that inspired the trip. The public has been
moved by the amazing natural landscapes and, like

green filmmakers in China, will be more compelled
to preserve that beauty. The movie motivated the
masses to cherish the environment while raking in
billions. If nothing else, this exemplary crew demon-
strated one thing: environmental degradation is not
necessary to create an extraordinary film. In fact,
efforts made to protect the environment, though
costly, increased the power of the movie. 

Like film companies that insist on altering envi-
ronments, cinematographers have also deliberately
disturbed animals during productions. The explana-
tion for intentional provocation varies though one
fairly common reason is to obtain footage for educa-
tion. Self-taught naturalist Timothy Treadwell filmed
his summers camping in Alaskan parks, intending to
use the videos to help protect grizzly bears by teach-
ing the public about them. His belief that these pow-



erful predators were simply “people in bear suits”
(Seattlepi.com) led him to interact with them in
ways that broke numerous park rules and constitut-
ed both harassment and disturbance. The National
Park Service mandates that a visitor should never
intentionally come within 100 meters of any bear
(National Park Service). Treadwell, however, often
got close enough to and has repeatedly touched the
bears. Eventually, Treadwell paid the ultimate price
for trespassing in bear country. In 2003, the film
maker and his girlfriend were killed by a grizzly. 

While the intimate footage of the bears is spell-
binding, the way in which the naturalist obtained it
was both dangerous and misleading. Chuck Bartle-
bauch, director of the national safety campaign “Be
Bear Aware,” worries that Treadwell’s documen-
taries will have the opposite of their intended effect.
“We [will] have a trail of dead people and dead bears
because of this trend that says, ‘let’s show it’s not
dangerous’” (Peacock). This differs from beneficial
tourism increases in that anthropogenic disturbance
of habitats and animals are promoted by the video.
Not only did Treadwell get too close to the bears, he
conveyed the message that doing so is acceptable. If
Treadwell’s videos had a positive impact on bears at
all, it would have been achieved at the expense of his
own death, and possible injuries to others and the
animals. Movies have an amaz-
ing ability to influence public
perception, so one of the worst
effects film can have on the envi-
ronment is convincing public
that disrespecting the planet is
acceptable. 

The closer a person is to a
wild animal, the smaller the
chances of that animal behaving
normally. Even so, some human-
wildlife interactions caught on
tape are rarely flagged as exam-
ples of disturbance or harass-
ment. Steve Irwin, the energetic
conservationist and television
personality, hosted a number
of shows which frequently
featured close encounters
with wild creatures. It was
not uncommon to see
Irwin fearlessly snatch a
rattlesnake by the tail
or wrestle a 15 foot
crocodile (“The Croco-
dile Hunter Diaries”).
Though the public
generally had few
objections to what
they saw on Irwin’s

shows, the Crocodile Hunter still faced criticism. In
February 2004, Irwin was under investigation for pos-
sibly breaking Australians laws explicitly forbidding
interaction with any Antarctic wildlife. “Legislation
states that visitors to the Antarctic must stay at least
five meters, and up to 30 meters from [seals and pen-
guins],” while any swimming with whales is strictly
prohibited (Norrie). Footage shot during his stay in
the Antarctic showed the naturalist diving with hump-
back whales, tobogganing with penguins, and frolick-
ing with seals. Five months later, Irwin was cleared of
all charges. Australian environmental authorities
examined unedited footage and ruled that it was not
indicative of any definitive wrongdoing (BBC News).

Tragically, the naturalist was killed by a sting ray,
which marine biologists hypothesized felt trapped
by the man and his camera crew. While some of
Irwin’s actions seemed haphazard and similar to
those of Treadwell, he garnered significantly more
credibility than the self-taught bear expert. Years of
experience caring for and studying reptiles under
herpetologists led people to trust Irwin’s actions and
words. Furthermore, Irwin, the Director of the Aus-
tralia Zoo, was an exceedingly charismatic charac-
ter, which made his shows not only credible and
didactic but also entertaining. Though his death
seemed to have been brought about by the same dis-

regard for wildlife regulations
as Treadwell’s, Irwin passed 
on a positive message. Irwin il-
lustrated the dangers associated
with handling wildlife where-
as  in Treadwells’ films, there are
many scenes of the self pro-
claimed bear expert narrowly
escaping the jaws of death
(Grizzly Man). “[Irwin empha-
sized] the danger so that others
would not try what he was
doing without the kind of
training he had” (Pierceron).
This idea, synergized with
Irwin’s integrity and energy,
and combined with exciting
footage, made his films a very
effective way to educate the
public about conservation.
Still, careless conduct resulted
in the loss of a passionate ac-
tivist with the ability to change

public views for the better. 
Shows like PBS’s “Nature”

or any features on Discovery Chan-
nel/Animal Planet are among the
most inspiring and environmentally
educational programs created.
Films of this genre are often char-
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acterized by having nature, not humans, as the star
of the show. Ideally, these programs showcase the
environment and raise awareness without disturbing
it. Unfortunately, the lack of humans in the videos
makes nature documentaries the type of film most
likely to get away with violations. There is no host
onscreen one can criticize for obviously harassing
wildlife. Human influence is much more subtle,
though methods by which the documentaries are
created arguably breach regulations for wildlife cin-
ematography.

Films of these sorts often leave their viewer in awe
and wondering how they were made. How were crews
able to film a sprinting cheetah or an underwater feed-
ing frenzy? The National Zoo reveals some of the tac-
tics by which programs such as “Nature” were created
(Whiteman). Some of the most compelling scenes fea-
ture extreme close-ups of rare animals. In order to
obtain these shots, filmmakers attempt to “condition
wildlife to their presence through gradually increased
contact.” They provide the example of camera man
Neil Rettig getting territorial harpy eagles accustomed
to him by gradually inching towards their nests.
Animals are territorial because they wish to keep com-
petitors and predators out. Therefore, the presence of
a foreign entity in the organism’s habitat doubtlessly
intrudes upon its space. However, without the film-
maker in plain sight, what proof does one have that
the footage was not obtained ethically?

In addition to close-ups, animals always seem to
perform the most interesting behaviors on film. While
patience is often responsible for the capture of the
action on tape, it is not always the case. In order to
obtain a clip of a horn shark being eaten and spit back
out alive by an angel shark, filmmaker Howard Hall
“tilted the predator/prey equation to this camera’s
advantage by repeatedly releasing horn sharks into an
area teeming with angel sharks lying in wait for pass-
ing prey” (Whiteman). Similarly, nuts were provided
to a group of chimpanzees to encourage them to dis-
play their ability to use tools to crack them. Many
areas, including all Canadian National Parks and US
federal sites, state that using food to attract or provoke
wildlife is considered harassment (Parks Canada).
Both of these examples are in direct violation of this
rule and create unnatural conditions. Tampering with
predator-prey relations is not the only problem with
feeding animals; they could turn into the stereotypical
fearless city pigeon. Wildlife that become dependent
on humans for sustenance and lose their fear of
humans increases the probability that the animal or
human will get hurt. The article, however, downplays
the disturbances by noting that scientists were consult-
ed before actions were taken (Whiteman). If the film-
makers had not revealed their methods, it would be
difficult to determine whether or not occurrences were
a result of human intervention. 

Like feature films, documentaries can also be
made without disturbing the environment. “Planet
Earth,” hailed as one of the best nature documen-
taries ever made, was shot in an environmentally
friendly manner (Romanek). Taking advantage of
technological advances, the crew was able to get
breathtaking footage without disturbing their sub-
jects. One of the highlights of the series is amazing
aerial footage obtained using innovative camera sta-
bilizing equipment. Traditionally, these shots were
taken from a helicopter which, in order to get close
enough to achieve clear footage, disturbed wildlife.
The Cineflex stabilization system, which keeps cam-
eras steady regardless in which direction it is tilted,
allowed the crew to attach extremely powerful lens-
es to cameras mounted on a helicopter. With this
setup, footage could be shot from over 800 feet
away so that animals were unaware they were being
observed. The result was groundbreaking and both
wildlife and film crew stayed safe. 

It is irrefutable that film can be one of the most
effective educational tools in an increasingly techno-
logical world. With global warming, dwindling re-
sources, and massive extinctions on the horizon, we
ought to use film as a way to raise environmental
awareness. However, the root of all these problems
lies in excessive anthropogenic influence on the envi-
ronment. It is evident from many case studies that
both man and nature are harmed by a disregard for
environmental regulations. More powerful cameras
and observance of green cinematography offer alter-
natives to violating laws to obtain desired footage.
Furthermore, computer graphics and breakthrough
digital technologies may make filming on location
obsolete. It is a win-win situation: the artist gets his
footage and the natural world gets publicity while
staying preserved.

Film has the power to influence millions. As such,
this power is not to be taken lightly. If Disney can
convince the world that lemmings commit suicide, a
filmmaker can convince people nature is worth their
time. We must take advantage of current technology
to protect both artist and environment from the
effects of irresponsible nature cinematography. Some
of the best movies ever produced were made in an
environmentally friendly manner with a bit of cre-
ativity. Let us not live in a world where films are the
only way we can escape a devastated planet, by
watching what was captured of our past. 
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