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Memo on Strategy – Some Thoughts

The editor asked ‘how can environmental campaigns and messages be best organised, in the light of current political and social trends, and major environmental opportunities and threats ?’ Below, a few thoughts on obvious opportunities.   

Countryside and Farming.  

The public relations catastrophe of Foot and Mouth Disease has opened a political window for new thinking which generations of campaigning failed to achieve.   Here’s a chance to force a democratisation of control over our environment.

Never mind that Government motives have everything to do with appearing competent and convincing Americans the country is safe to visit,  and almost nothing to do with environment.   Never mind also that the various inquiries are dominated by ‘safe pairs of hands’ , deeply implicated in the status quo.  That simply reflects the rural establishment in Whitehall.    

Conservation groups must also not mistake tantalising invitations to expert hearing, for the important battleground.  The rewards of those processes come as bound copies of hearings, and appearances that impress colleagues on The Today programme.   But it’s all barren fruit – so much civil service ground-bait, laid down to keep critics busy giving evidence, and not forcing public expectations.  

Real efforts should be saved for mobilising the public to demand real change on a few key points.  Then whatever goes into the ten inquiries, it becomes a political imperative that those points come out.  

Here conservationists are some of  their own worst enemies.   I have argued in Ecos before that groups need to embrace radical new formulae if they are to achieve a workable new political settlement in the countryside
.   To effectively replace agri-business we need a lot more people with economic life in the countryside.  To do that we need  to integrate its planning with towns:  not separate it through an apartheid system.  Replace the out-dated anti-sprawl notion of preserving ‘rural-ness’, with a new policy of increasing ecological quality.   Make development positive and progressive, not a constant erosion of value.   Radical improvements in biodiversity, ecosystem function and environmental quality require taking control away from industrial farming.  

Ecological quality also has to become an aesthetic.  Take nutrients: it is a scandal that most roadside verges are now choked with a few nutrient-loving plant species at the expense of the more diverse flora and fauna that could still thrive there, for the combined reasons of nutrient pollution and mowing without removal of cuttings.   Yet few people appreciate that they are looking at an impoverished environment.  Conservationists must be less complacent - we need to rethink education to enable people to appreciate quality.  

Engage The Support

Environmentalists need to bring their supporters to bear on issues.  It’s a strategic failure of many NGO campaigns that the support gets separated from the cause.   Environmental campaigns usually have natural justice on their side. They usually are addressing a democratic deficit.  But once the campaign becomes technocratic and conducted mostly through exchange of lobbying over policy measures, and not through processes that involve large numbers of the public directly, that support is not expressed and their power is lost.  Then they are open to  roll-back by business which simply out-spends them on lobbyists, and which just bribes Ministers with political inducements (a factory in a marginal, etc).   Environmentalists often win the public part of a campaign where values are in play, and lose the implementation where business, officials and Ministers operate ‘commercial in confidence’.

The recent pressure from ABP (Associated British Ports) against SACs on several estuaries may be once example.  SACs (Special Areas of Conservation) come from the Habitats Directive.  I am by no means against them – indeed Adam Markham and I proposed a habitats directive
 in Ecos in 1985. But it is hardly a means of public engagement.  Thus when English Nature are reportedly under pressure to compromise on SACs from both ABP on estuaries and Scotts on peat-digging
 , the public can hope EN won’t back down but not being stakeholders in the process of decision-making, they are spectators, not combatants.

Modernise Before The Golden Age Ends

If they are not to be sidelined as custodians of pond-dipping, birdwatching, tea rooms and protests, environment and conservation groups need to modernise. 

There are systematic changes in society that NGOs ought to be reacting to. They are threatened by changes in media and the ways people form relationships and exert change
.  For instance narrower-casting, and the declining tv news and newspaper audiences. 

They need to embrace networks and allow supporters to become doers not just funders – otherwise business will steal away the sense of ‘agency’ that joining an NGO can give, and people simply won’t bother.  They need to stop seeing supporters mainly as donors and start thinking of them mainly as political legitimacy.  Right now a generation of ageing Attenborough converts can be ‘promoted’ as donors.  But they may be like the fish in a dying acidified lake – where typically reproduction fails and numbers dwindle but the ageing cannibal whoppers keep fishermen happy until one day ….  

Climate Change

Globally climate is the big issue.  It cannot be compared with the catastrophic erosion of biodiversity but it is the ‘big issue’ requires a sea-change in thinking which really does mark the end of C20th industrialism.  And globally the big problem is the United States.  Against this the largest single card which environmentalist may play is the European consumer – hence, in a very small way – the initiative Families Against Bush which some of us set up to facilitate a selective boycott
. 

What else can Britain do which is significant ?  Become self sufficient in renewable energy – and leave fossil fuels underground.  At present Iceland is on course for a hydrogen economy.  Britain just experiments but it too has the raw materials.   The technology exists, and so does the power.  Wave and wind alone each have the potential to supply all of the UK’s electricity needs many times over.  More than anything else change is limited not by technology or know-how but by political will, entrenched interests and closed markets (eg the power supply system in the UK), and lack of organisation.  Take biodiesel -  we could grow much of our own liquid fuel from willow, grasses or rape yet we do not.  It requires organisation on a large scale – in production, consistent refining (to overcome the objections of the motor manufacturers) and distribution.  Then it is almost a drop-in replacement for fossil fuels.  Of course to force large-scale organisation from a government which prefers laissez faire and a to follow the lead of business, will require a political upheaval.   

Yet averting further climate change means avoiding millions of deaths, disease, misery and ecological disaster on a literally unimaginable scale.   We need upheaval. 

GM Fish and GM Dangers

Having emptied the seas of fish by the underwater equivalent of intensive arable, intensive aquibusiness now wants GM fish.  Whatever the risks, GM fish are a potent example of Britain’s disregard for nature.  For the British, the sea is the dominant metaphor for nature, just as it is forests for Germans, lakes for the Irish and Mountains Out west in the ‘States.   Handled right, a lot could be done with GM fish.  

More generally, GM campaigners need to deal in real examples of problems, rather than arguments about risks that may not be there.   Graham Wynne and Robin Grove-White at Lancaster University, the Sussex Science Policy Research Unit and others
 have done an excellent job in challenging the conventional scient-istic assumptions that because risks may be unknown, they are zero and / or can be discounted.  But BSE and FMD have done that job even better than GM could, and GM campaigns no longer need to argue for a a paradigm shift in thinking about environmental issues in order to make their point.  Nor do you need to oppose ‘globalisation’ or ‘capitalism’ to reject GM releases.

In fact politicians and journalists, at whom campaigners aim most of their arguments, are the last people to address with invitations to think differently.  These are highly conservative groups – to get them to accept radical ideas you first have to get radicals to adopt the ideas, and then transfer them into the mainstream. 

What GM campaigns should do now is to use specific examples of where the GM industry has cocked up.  These show that as so many suspected, the claims were too good to be true, and the GM business, like the pesticides industry before it, can’t be trusted.  New Scientist for example, which was a trenchant supporter of ‘science’ when GM campaigners appeared to attack science, has carried a series of articles on real dangers that the GM industry said could never happen
.  

Armchair Conclusion

UK NGOs seem to have a poverty of ideas with political force.  The issues and ideas may be there but they’re not much in play.  What counts is when ideas are backed by action that makes them threaten to redirect events.   Some might not like the target or the style but my old colleague Peter Melchett put his bum on the line when he trampled a GM rape crop in Norfolk a while ago and got a day or two in jail for his pains.  Yet he certainly forced an agenda.  

I’m not advocating crop trampling or GM fish mangling but if NGOs are to count, they need to get their tanks on the lawn of some opponents.  Change requires mobilisation, whether through consuming or new forms of pressure, direct action or business ventures.    For activists,  change requires ideas as well as action.  The ‘globalisation’ protests express anger and frustration but not coherent ideas.  Consequently they have few consequences beyond readjustment of meetings.  There would be another opportunity – to translate a domestic issue into part of a signal ‘globalisation solution’ – or vice versa.

Chris Rose is a founder of BANC and now a formerly worked with Greenpeace, Friends of the Earth and WWF International.   A consultant, he has put fifteen campaign and communication tools on a free planning website at www.campaignstrategy.org and would welcome feedback from BANC members.   mail@tochrisrose.idps.co.uk
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