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What does Katrina mean for campaigns ?
Katrina's devastating impact on New Orleans will have affected campaigning on climate but how ? Obviously it will have sensitised media and publics to the possibilities of catastrophic floods.  In that respect it will give any forecast of a greater frequency or intensity of weather events - especially "hurricanes" - some more bite. What else though will it do, and what should campaigners be thinking or doing ?

 

The media have not yet reached the critical point where tv crews are pulled out of the disaster area, and the story needs to be 'wrapped'.  With an oil spill the classic is that the visible pollution clears - the chosen media-moment being when the sun shines the sea looks blue again.  The last and often lasting impression is that the problem is solved, and this is often the cue for those who want to play down the threat of oil pollution to claim exaggeration and try and exploit any loose ends or hostages to fortune which arose during the debate while the disaster was in its early stages.  This phenomenon is one reason why groups who spend a lot of time 'problem-driving', are wise to be cautious and stay out of the frame when a severe problem arises through an 'accident' or 'Act of God'.

 

Right now the media story is still unfolding. With so many angry and dismayed people affected, the human interest story may take it around the United States, and abroad. But gradually it will become more diffuse, especially if the refugees are successfully dispersed and found more 'normal' lives.  Equally, it may go, with or without the refugees, to Washington, and become a Battle of Inquiries - the struggle to write a version of history, between Bush and political opponents.

 

Disasters are not often good opportunities to make policy arguments. A car crash on a highway is not a good moment to raise transport policy issues.  Attention does not necessarily spell opportunity. A key part of the media scandal factor (see p 136 in How To Win Campaigns) is immoral profit.  If someone profited - and that can include cutting corners on necessary investments, then the scandal is increased and after the body count finishes that can become the focus.  Another component by which the story gets 'legs' is if something could have been done, which wasn't done.  A tragedy becomes a scandal because it was avoidable. 

 

This is why any campaign group which appears to be exploiting the media opportunity created by a disaster can itself become a focus of anger in the aftermath.  On the other hand, affected parties have the moral media licence to make all sorts of claims and attributions, because they deserve our sympathy. (See page 140 How To Win Campaigns). This partly extends to 'independent' pundits - and in the Katrina case, at least one American politics professor has several times appeared on a variety of tv channels to link Katrina to global warming, whereas campaigners have not.

 

In the immediate aftermath (which in this case is still going on at the time of writing), campaigners may decide to keep quiet and let the event develop its own meaning and resonances.  If they do decide to try and speak out, which can become very hard to avoid if the media start seeking their views, then there are a number of points worth considering:

 

- if there's an attribution issue (in this case, was it something to do with climate change?) it's best to stick to one unassailable - or at least the strongest - link of evidence and avoid mentioning anything weaker or more disputed. Climate science suggests that strength rather than frequency of hurricanes will be increased by warming for example. Just keep repeating that point. Then any elaboration of the conversation is likely to draw in other points in support - start narrow and on firm ground so that dialogue enlarges the point rather than triggering a debate in which your point seems to be eroded.

 

- ask questions, seek answers. This is very hard to rebut and aligns the campaigners with the media because it's what the media are partly there to do themselves.  And it helps focus responsibility on those with power.  If successful, it creates opportunities for later enquiry in a context where more complex arguments can be aired.

 

- be seen to help - if you really can help - preferably visually.  But don't make a big issue about it. Let it be discovered.  You have to mean it - the people you meet on the ground are your real reward.  Any media it creates has to be a secondary benefit.

 

- remember that your finely divided policy world is not like the public conversation triggered by a disaster like Katrina. The US Administration didn't care for the environment and allowed protective wetlands to be destroyed.  Few doubt that people died as a result. Most may conclude that more care for the environment is what should now happen. That may do as much for an issue such as climate as trying to make the more specific link which is harder to understand.

 

- lastly, if there are things that society is thinking but aren't being said, it may be a rare occasion where simply making a statement is the right thing to do. This is where banner hanging on national monuments or advertisements etc can come into its own. Speak directly not through the media. It is vital though that it gives a voice to a common feeling.  Shrill statements from the margins just remind people that a marginal concern is marginal.

 

Finally, there's the big question of the real significance of the event. Posted at the website www.campaignstrategy.org/bookindex.html is a section from How To Win Campaigns in which I use the analogy of weather scales for events.  Wind waves are short term squalls, arising and sustained only by political controversy.  Currents are social or other changes so huge and smooth that we hardly notice them, and usually we cannot change them with campaigns, though they may cause campaigns to exist (or cease).  Climate scale change is even bigger - the end of the Cold War, industrialisation and post-industrial society for example, or the questioning of global free-market capitalism [1].  Campaigns may use these currents - shoving something into them for instance, may make people realise they are there.

 

Katrina is almost certainly an example of something else - a social storm wave.  A big mental, social, maybe economic, certainly political ripple, caused by a signal event.  Martin Luther King's speech, Earth Day 1970, the Antarctica World Park, the Brent Spar campaign - such events caused widespread change far beyond their immediate meaning or significance. Katrina could change things in many dimensions.  Campaigners need to be looking at how it has changed contexts (an immediately obvious one is that at least for the moment, the grain of the US and international media is unsympathetic to the Bush administration and almost all its stands for).  New approaches rather than more of the old campaigns may be the best way forward in a new context.
 

[1] Well beyond the head-on clashes over 'global capitalism' around the G8 etc there is a gradual but growing swell of economic and political literature actively questioning conventional political use of economics.  See for example Happiness: Lessons From A New Science by Richard Layard (Allen Lane, 2005) and The Impact of Inequality by Richard Wilkinson, (Routledge 2005).
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