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Environmentalism Kicks: News of Death Premature

Is environmentalism really dead (see previous newsletters on 'Death of Environmentalism' by Michael Shellenberger and Ted Noordhaus) ? Perhaps not many thought it was but here's some evidence that announcement of its death was rather premature.

Out Of The Woods

Some years ago, with my colleague Steve Shallhorn, I visited campaigners in British Columbia who had been waging a long and pretty desperate struggle against clear-cutting and destructive logging in the temperate rainforest. Sitting in a small house whose owner showed us photos of black bears raiding the kitchen, we worked through the status of the campaign.

Things, they told us, were pretty bad. In the past the major timber companies had pretty much ignored them in the media and political circles and relied on brutal action by logging gangs, 'security' and the police, against road blocks and tree blockades in the forest. Now they also had the personal attacks, campaigns of vilification in the media, the hiring of major American PR companies and an advertising offensive to contend with, as well as attempts by the industry to wrong foot them by wheeling out its own ecological 'experts', set up dialogue groups and woo politicians and the public not just in BC but in the end-markets of Europe and elsewhere. The campaign they faced had grown like topsy.

We listened and talked, and enumerated the changes one by one. Soon we concluded that these were signs of success, not of failure. End buyers and pulp processors in European markets were up in arms about the impact of clear-cutting, and demanding alternative supplies. Major companies such as MacMillan Bloedel were heading for a reversal of key policies. The BC Government was coming to a realisation that damage to its international image – and industries such as tourism – was more costly than the gain to be made by continuing to prioritise 'strip mining' of forests. While the battle was at its most intense, it was now being won by being fought both in the forests and along the whole supply chain – territory where the 'forest' industry was socially and politically vulnerable.

That 1990s campaign scored major – though by no means complete – successes [1]. Now on the same continent, there are signs that far from losing on the climate issue, the battle is gradually being won. Not the war but at least the battle to break the logjam in which the USA is the biggest plug in the pile.


Signs We Are Winning On Climate

Consider this: the US is isolated over Kyoto, and Kyoto exists: it was not replaced by some US-led alternative and nor did it die from lack of ratification. A growing network of both American States, and American Cities, are taking unilateral action 'in line with Kyoto' (at least in sympathy with it – action to reduce emissions), effectively starting to do global politics despite and in opposition to the US Federal Administration. Car companies are rushing to produce hybrids – still a small part of the market but a rapidly growing one, and hybrids are being developed across all the main market segments, socially, psychologically and technically. Climate-induced-actions are becoming the norm in many industrialised countries: in the UK for example, with acceptance of wind power.

This is a very different picture from a world successfully locked into inaction by a G W Bush White House controlled by Exxon. On top of this Bush's ratings are plumbing new depths, and the Iraq war, inextricably associated with oil, is unpopular in the 'States.

Hybrids are also particularly favoured by the American Washington right wing. Their reasoning is not climate but energy independence. The formula espoused by the Detroit Project for some years (http://www.detroitproject.com) and picked up by Kerry in his campaign, has become mainstream. We are seeing what is so often seen in the execution of a u-turn: the opposition is embracing the substance without the rationale. That will eventually come later, once there's no face to be lost. An acceptable American will discover that human-made climate change exists and action is needed.

This could all be put down to the rising oil price and politics of Iraq if it wasn't for clear evidence from the Republican spin machine that they've not succeeded in overcoming (let alone killing) environmentalism.

The Luntz Memos

Two memos by Frank Luntz, pollster, framer and spin supremo for the American right, provide significant waypoints which to chart these developments. Thanks to public spirited leaking and publication on the internet you can find them, and more besides, at the website 'Political Strategy' in an article by Tom Ball (3 March 2005) [2].

Two pieces of Luntz's advice to Republicans are particularly revealing. In the first memo "The Environment: Cleaner, Healthier, Safer America", Luntz tries to provide counters to environmentalist (especially Democrat) arguments and campaigns in general. [3] This is dated 2002.

Luntz begins:
”The environment is probably the single issue on which the Republicans in general – and President Bush in particular – are most vulnerable. A caricature has taken hold in the public imagination: Republicans seemingly in the pockets of corporate fat cats who rub their hands together and chuckle maniacally as they plot to pollute America for fun and profit. ...”


He adds:
“The fundamental problem for Republicans when it comes to the environment is that whatever you say is viewed through the prism of suspicion”.
He cites the movie Erin Brokovich as a story too powerful to overcome with contrary “exposés”. He points to polling to show that the environmental vulnerability is real. Most interesting though is his account of the Bush Administration's failure to bury a last minute Clinton commitment to limit arsenic in water.

Arsenic, says Luntz, “was the biggest public relations misfire of President Bush's first year in office” and “the first chink in President Bush's approval ratings”.

Facts of course, according to Luntz, supported the Republican view but “facts only become relevant when the public is receptive and willing to listen to them” (he's right there).

Luntz then goes on to give pages of advice on how Republicans could frame their 'messages' so that the American public hears only things it agrees with, and none of the dissonances which might trigger opposition. It's an extraordinarily useful ABC guide for American environmentalists as to how to frame their arguments – and better still design campaigns – so as to resonate with environmentalist instincts and beliefs. In some cases all you need to do is to expose realities behind controversies – for example where big business is both the advocate and the beneficiary – something that is relevant to his second memo, in which he describes how Republicans can champion oil drilling in ANWR and more nuclear power. (For convenience, both Luntz memos are posted at this site but it's worth reading the analyses at the American websites referenced).

Bush accepted the Arsenic regulation. Hardly a sign that environmentalism – even in this most old fashioned top-down regulatory form – was dead.

Luntz has nothing much to say about Kyoto, which was undoubtedly the major international foreign policy blunder on 2001 (pre 9/11) but he does say: 'the scientific debate is closing [against us] but not yet closed. There is still a window of opportunity to challenge the science'. This is reminiscent of previous u-turns and tactical retreats. On the clear cut issue for example, I remember industry spokesmen trying to challenge the evidence of ecological damage with increasingly desperate and feeble arguments, even including the magnificent “but you see a lot more bears in clear cuts!”. Since 2002 the science debate has closed even further against the 'no problem' camp, with contrary statements from waves of eminent American scientists and papers from the Pentagon, among others.



In 2002 Luntz wrote that Kerry would argue 'that we have the most innovative, technically advanced business community that can easily adapt to stricter anti-global warming regulations .... [others]... use scare tactics to convince audiences that global warming will lead to doom and gloom. Both have one common argument. The future will be a better place if we take the necessary actions today. Let me warn you that both arguments do resonate with some people when they make the case that short-term pain will yield long term gain. Americans are still forward thinking and likely to respond favourably to sacrifice if they can see a light at the end of the tunnel'.

Which brings us to the 2005 memo. Ball writes : "In the ninth installment of the text version of the Luntz Republican playbook, Frank leads the crusade for nuclear energy and drilling in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge (ANWR)" [2]

Luntz starts off "AN ENERGY POLICY FOR THE 2lst CENTURY" (2005) as follows:

'It was a year of home heating fuel spikes, $50 a barrel for oil, and gasoline approaching $2.25 a gallon. It is not surprising that now, in 2005, over 70% of the American electorate believes the energy situation in this country is either in crisis or a significant problem. The prospect of somehow, someway reducing America's dependence on foreign oil and developing/diversifying America's own energy sources are top priorities among Republicans and Democrats alike. You read that correctly. For the first time in recent memory, energy has become a bipartisan issue.'

Luntz's 2005 memo bases nothing on taking action to avoid climate change but perhaps this is because it would be unpalatable to the intended audience. And its prime purpose is purely political: to wrest back the political initiative on energy from the Democrats. But in its effect, it aligns the Republicans with one or more very strong environmentalist arguments. It is against oil imports (on security grounds) and thus against something to do with oil: in fact against quite a lot to do with oil. It suffers demonological confusion. It tries to be pro American oil (and thus pro developing ANWR) while being anti foreign oil. This is perilously close to the anti-SUV logic of the Detroit Project. It's hard to be credible while saying there's an oil crisis, look at the prices, look at our vulnerability, if you admit that we're mostly dependent on imported oil (though Iraq was nothing to do with that), yet continue to use as much as you like, so be pro oil-use. The growing popularity of hybrids on the right as well as the left, even hybrid SUVs, suggest that few will buy this.

Luntz's 2005 memo also produces a lot of well worn old arguments in favour of nuclear. These are going to be tested against newer arguments for renewables, which he admits have a stronger case in terms of safety and public appeal. By and large, old arguments get less play. This is another weakness.



Most important, the old simplicity of the 'Republican' position: America-right-to-be-strong-defend-our-interests-use-all-the-oil-we-like-there-is-no-climate-problem, is being replaced by a complex, greyed-out, highly qualified, rather torturous series of linkages which get boxed in and tripped up by internal contradictions, and are aligned with established environmentalist argument. Luntz is replacing simplicity with complexity: not good, especially not good on tv. Luntz is also charting a path onto environmentalist territory – the demise of an oil future – while still trying to face a different direction. Public instincts will work against him. It's a sign that he's in an end game he can't win, which is, in his words 'closing against us'.

Like his 2002 memo, in 2005 Luntz provides an unintentionally entertaining and tactically very useful list of weaknesses in the Republican pro-oil (pro-nuclear case). Here are his eight top points:

AN ENERGY POLICY FOR THE 2lst CENTURY

THE EIGHT ENERGY COMMUNICATION GUIDELINES FOR 2005

1) A threat to America's energy security is a threat to national security. Our "dependence" on OPEC and foreign oil entangles us in the Middle East and makes us dependent on countries that are hostile to America and American interests. The greater America's dependence on foreign energy, the greater the threat to American national security. This is the single most important communication recommendation.

2) Articulate the need to move toward American energy independence and energy self-sufficiency. It is the optimistic, hopeful flip-side of the national security argument. It is not enough to say what we don't want. We need to offer a positive goal.
3) We need to take a BALANCED approach to solving our energy needs through DIVERSITY of supply. These two principles are closely linked and crucial to demonstrating that your approach is both long-term and comprehensive.
4) Reject talk about "choosing between more energy and a cleaner environment." Assert clearly that "we have to do both." The key principle is "responsible energy exploration." And remember, it's NOT drilling for oil. It's responsible energy exploration. 5) Innovation and 21st Century technology should be at the core of your energy policy. Articulate how 21st Century technology and innovation will provide the solution to our current energy situation. The following sound-bite works best: "We have the best scientists, the best engineers and the best technicians in the world. It's time to put them to work to develop a 21st Century energy program that leads America toward energy independence and self-sufficiency."
6) Stress alternatives that are CLEAN, EFFICIENT, and AFFORDABLE. Alternative sources of energy aren't really viable unless they meet these three criteria. Stress that increasing energy supplies MUST be done by "using energy more cleanly and efficiently and ultimately making it more affordable."
7) There is an important role for conservation. Whether through technology that allows our products to burn energy more efficiently to an effort to get Americans to be more careful when and how they use energy, we do want conservation to play a role in our energy future. Any policy without conservation will fail the public opinion test.
8) We need to say yes to a comprehensive, common sense energy policy for the 21 Century. It's time to hold accountable those who stand in the way refuse to accept the energy needs and the energy opportunities facing American now and in the future.



Here are some of his no-words:

Words Never To Use
NEVER SAY Government
INSTEAD SAY: Washington NEVER SAY Privatization/Private Accounts
INSTEAD SAY: Personalization/Personal NEVER SAY Tax Reform
INSTEAD SAY: Tax Simplification NEVER SAY Inheritance/Estate Tax
INSTEAD SAY: The Death Tax

NEVER SAY A Global Economy/Globalization/Capitalism
INSTEAD SAY: Free Market Economy NEVER SAY Outsourcing
INSTEAD SAY: Taxation, Regulation, Litigation Innovation, Education
When you use the words of your opposition, you are basically accepting their definition and therefore their conclusion.
We should NEVER use the word outsourcing because we will then be asked to defend or end the practice of allowing companies to ship American jobs overseas. Rather, we should talk about the "root cause" why any company would not want to hire "the best workers in the world." And the answer: "over-taxation, over-regulation, too much litigation, and not enough innovation or quality education." Because it rhymes, it will be remembered.
NEVER SAY Drilling for oil
INSTEAD SAY: Exploring for energy
It's the picture people paint in their minds, the difference between an old-fashioned oil rig that gushes up black goop vs. 21st century technology and innovation that provides us the ability to heat our homes and drive our cars. When you talk about energy, use words like "responsible" and "balanced" and always address your concern for the environment.

Instead of just being entertained, campaigners need to think beyond words. Don't just say oil drilling, show it. Make things happen to provide visual evidence, not verbal arguments, that remind people of realities and allow them to draw their own conclusions, inside their heads, rather than relying on a war of words.

Similarly, on renewables (which he tries to sideline in favour of nuclear), Luntz says:

Words That Work
When we talk about energy in general, we have to talk about renewable fuels, because we are on the cusp of new technologies that are going to make renewable fuels much more affordable and environmentally friendly while ultimately creating all kinds of new jobs that we can't even imagine here in the United States.

He also writes:
”We cannot wait for the day when alternative sources of energy -- like solar and wind -- can meet our nation's energy demands. We need to focus on clean, reliable and sustainable sources that are available today”.

Well, organise campaigns that show renewables exist, do serious sized work for homes, communities and industry, and are here today. Take persuadable people to see large scale use elsewhere, even (!) abroad.

Best of all though, do not set up 'demonstrations' or examples but events which will act as evidences. Things for example which show serious players (by size and money) and aspirational figures (Hollywood for instance, fashion leaders) are investing, installing and using renewables. Make the profit or the investment or the commodity or consumable the point of the story, not the energy argument.

Hybrids are again, an interesting example. Shellenberger and Noordhaus were probably right to say that US NGOs could have made more progress by working with in new alliances with the car industry than just on emission standards. However it was the wrong car industry. The hybrid explosion has come about via hybrids first becoming fashion statements, not policy prescriptions, and by the Japanese manufacturers meeting a market demand, not any attempt to 'rescue' the American car industry.

To find further points of social leverage American environmentalists need to do their own qualitative research to find out what people would take as evidences of a new reality – one that gainsays, without any debate, the Luntz vision. This is the sort of research done much more in Europe than in the States: about mental constructions of reality and symbols and signs of change, not opinions or 'key words' and polling.

Strategically the pro-oil, pro-nuclear anti-climate opposition are losing: the greatest gains are probably to be made in going around them, not seeking them out for a head-to-head argument. That will only delay the obsolescence of their arguments. You can use the weaknesses which Luntz helpfully reveals, eg

You cannot talk about nuclear energy without discussing the safety and security of nuclear power and nuclear power plants. And you cannot credibly argue that nuclear plants are 100% safe and secure without addressing them directly at the opposition. Make these unassailable asides, calling for and explaining alternative forms of progress.

A victory at ANWR could be a signal turning point in the politics of oil, America and the climate. I have little idea how feasible this is but it might particularly persuasive if it was achieved with the help of the American towns, cities and industries which are now pursuing action on renewables, efficiency and climate change.

Anything important about American climate politics gets the attention of campaigners abroad. Try googling for parts of the text from Luntz's memo on energy and you'll find it being used by right wing bloggers and speech makers. It's in circulation and campaigners from outside the USA can learn from it but shouldn't either take it as a literal template for developing campaigns elsewhere, nor as evidence that what he says about Americans is true about people anywhere else. All campaigns need their own strategic and tactical research.

The Luntz memos are classic research material for communications or campaign students and a persuasive example of how framing can be used to manipulate public debate. Most striking though, is the way they show that environmentalism, even old-school, seems to be alive and kicking.
Stop press: Bush rejects Kyoto-style G8 deal [4]
President George W Bush has ruled out US backing for any Kyoto-style deal on

climate change at the G8 summit. 

Speaking to British broadcaster ITV, he said he would instead be talking to

fellow leaders about new technologies as a way of tackling global warming. 

But he conceded that the issue was one "we've got to deal with" and said

human activity was "to some extent" to blame. 

Tony Blair is hoping for agreements on climate change and Africa when he

hosts the summit in Scotland this week. 

Economic impact 

Mr Bush said he would resist any packet of measures that are similar to the

1997 UN Kyoto protocol, involving legally binding reduction on carbon

emissions, that Washington never ratified.
[1] http://archive.greenpeace.org/forests/forests_new/html/content/news/bchistory.html and other campaigns by RAN et al
[2] under 'Frank Luntz Republican Playbook -- Searchable Text-Version: PART IX "AN ENERGY POLICY FOR THE 2lst CENTURY"' by Tom Ball. http://www.politicalstrategy.org/archives/001207.php
See also http://watchingthewatchers.org/index.php?p=364
[3] see analysis and examples of media uptake, from National Journal and Washington Post (2002) at the Environment Working Group http://www.ewg.org/briefings/luntzmemo/ .
See also http://www.guardian.co.uk/usa/story/0,12271,906978,00.html
Memo exposes Bush's new green strategy: Oliver Burkeman in Washington Tuesday March 4, 2003 The Guardian
[4] http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/americas/4647383.stm
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