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****************************************************************************************************
Dear Reader – Can You Help?

If you find this Newsletter useful or interesting, can you help me build the readership by recommending it to a friend or colleague?  If you can, I’d be grateful.  People can sign up by visiting my website www.campaignstrategy.org 

Also, if you’ve any feedback on what you’d like it to cover or include, what’s good and what could be improved, please let me know.  If you’ve got anything to contribute yourself, please send it along.  One suggestion is running some sort of competition based on ‘best campaigns’ or ‘campaigning ideas’, or maybe a survey.

Similarly, if you’ve any feedback to give me on the website I’d really appreciate receiving it.

Many thanks and good luck with your work

Chris Rose

chris@campaignstrategy.org 

****************************************************************************************************
Converting an Issue into a Campaign – The Case of WWF’s ‘Chemicals and Health’

It’s an almost golden rule of campaigning that you can’t campaign ‘on the issue’ – you need to select out one ‘red thread’, a critical line that runs through the issue and along which you can make change happen.

This newsletter is about how we tried to design one campaign so that it did not get snagged on parts of the ‘issue’ which would render it ineffective, and to breathe new life into a well worn subject.  

For the past three years WWF UK has run a campaign about chemicals and health (http://www.wwf.org.uk/chemicals/).  From its Brussels office, WWF has run a similar campaign ‘Detox’.   The political focus of both is the European Union’s proposed new chemical regulation system ‘REACH’ – registration, evaluation and authorisation of chemicals [1].   Negotiations over REACH have been long and bitter - they come to a head next month when the Regulation is due for its first reading on November 28th.

REACH is part of a classic environmental ‘issue’ – toxic chemicals.  In 2001 WWF UK asked me to help devise a campaign that could make a difference to this ‘issue’.  Like many other groups, WWF’s concerns were most focused on EDCs – endocrine disrupting chemicals – and persistent, toxic and bioaccumulative chemicals.  

The fundamental problem facing WWF was how to create a campaign which could work, rather than simply falling back into the default mode of trying to publicise its ideas on how policies should be changed.   (What Shellenberger and Noordhaus neatly termed ‘policy literalism’).  REACH was on the horizon but WWF was not wedded to working on REACH, nor was it fixed on particular campaign routes or chemicals.  Over 18 months we held a series of brainstorms and workshops and conducted some formative and qualitative research to develop what became the ‘Chemicals and Health Campaign’.  Since then the campaign strategy has been revised and developed in the light of experience.  What follows is my perspective on a few of the principal campaign design questions, which may be of interest to readers crafting campaigns of their own.
Developing the CHC Campaign
Amongst WWF’s starting points was a management decision to run some sort of campaign on ‘toxics’, with these goals

· By 2005, secure actions from at least 2 of the UK’s top companies to reduce exposure of wildlife and humans to 2 endocrine disrupting chemicals (BFRs, BPA, Vinclozolin, phthalates, nonylphenols)

· By 2005, the EU Chemicals Regulation clearly incorporates WWF-UK's "Four Tests" of environmental safety (i.e. substitution, precaution, the right-to-know, and comparative assessment)

To start with the organisation planned a ‘live’ campaign of twelve months, though fortunately this was later revised to become a more open-ended commitment.

Like many campaign groups, WWF started with discussing the objective but it also wanted to be seen to campaign (in other words an organisational communications objective), and to increase its campaigning capacity (a resource objective).   In my book How To Win Campaigns I list five possible starting points, connected as a ‘planning star’ (see extract titled “making a campaign concept” at www.campaignstrategy.org/bookindex.html)
· the objective – the difference you want to make

· communications needs or communications objectives – what you want to be seen as or doing

· social weather conditions – how the world is changing, how change is happening

· resources and assets (available or to be acquired for or through campaigning)

· allies and interests – power analysis of players in ‘the issue’ 

Each or any of these is a legitimate starting point for campaign development.  As a cautious and more intellectual organisation than it might seem, and with a much better developed marketing capacity than a campaign capability, WWF, like other similar groups, tends to focus on the objective – and can get stuck trying to devise the ‘perfect’ campaign by refining the objective.  This is typical of an organisation with a stronger programme capacity than a campaign capacity – it discusses what it knows.  But campaigns require doing rather than formulating arguments.

Options

Early on we discussed several possible routes to change.  The obvious one was political – trying to influence regulation at a UK and EU level.   Another was ‘unpolitics’: influencing markets via the interaction of business and consumers, either to deliver a specific result (eg a company drops chemical X), or to have a secondary impact on politics (business having a powerful influence over what politicians see as possible), or both.  A third, which in the end was the chosen path, was to try and influence what was acceptable to the ‘public’: to create norms or expectations, which in turn would influence both business and politics.  A great advantage of this approach is that it’s very hard to roll back, whereas the history of issues such as ‘toxics’ is littered with examples of campaigns won by NGOs in the public domain, only to see political gains undone or rolled back once industry lobbyists get to work in the corridors of governments and institutions such as the European Commission [2].

To begin with we spent some time looking at the possibility of running a consumer safety campaign focused on chemicals such as BPA (bisphenol A), which is found in the liners of many tin cans and transparent plastic bottles (eg mineral water, baby bottles).  

A strength of this sort of campaign would be that it required very little translation for ‘the public’.  It made industrial chemicals domestic, tangible, personal and immediate – as opposed for example to transport of substances to distant environments where it affected wildlife (eg polar bears in the Arctic).    If for instance, a well known brand of baked beans became synonymous with a problem that affected human health, one might expect some rapid response from industry.   We soon ran into a problem.  In the available time, WWF seemed unlikely to gain enough knowledge of the businesses which might determine outcomes (allies and interests), to devise a campaign critical path that would produce results.  Without good intelligence, such an approach easily comes unstuck.  The ‘target’ might have too much to lose by reformulating a package or product, or simply be unable to do so, and we wouldn’t know.  They may not be able to implement the proposed change even if they want to – or there could be many other hidden internal dynamics which could stymie change, which we were simply unaware of.  

Chemical Industry Strategy

It was also soon agreed to try and avoid a campaign which played to the strengths of the chemicals industry.  Obfuscation and prevarication has long been the industry’s favoured defence against change.  Although there have been discussions in the industry about breakaway groups of ‘progressive’ companies who might embrace ‘green chemistry’, the default has been to draw the wagons into a circle when under attack.  Many companies still rely on trade groups such as CEFIC, to make the case for them with organisations such as the EU, while the big players use their influence with national governments through direct contact with industry departments and others.  The trade groups tend to defend the position of the ‘slowest ship in the convoy’ – the worst performers.    Chemicals industry insiders bemoan this situation but very rarely if ever do any of them break ranks.

While it plays the employment card, and sometimes tries to convince the public that its products are harmless (usually a counter productive effort), its most successful gambit is normally to try and kick issues into the long grass of ‘expert’ processes.   It’s relatively easy for corporations to muddy the waters of scientific debate so that politicians see no clear case for action.  Arm twisting or bribery are not needed; all they have to do is to spot an awkward piece of research, and then commission a swathe of similar studies, ‘objectively’ designed to produce doubt by exploring alternative explanations.  As industry has deep pockets, this process can often buy decades of delay.  

Governments collude in this by avoiding hard decisions and opting for the cheap and easy ploy of setting up research-based technical committees to examine the evidence and report back.  If, in this context, NGOs launch science-based campaigns, the usual result is at best, a series of head-to-head debates between ‘their’ experts and ‘our’ experts, often conducted in terms of chemical-speak which the public cannot understand.  Or else the debate can be reduced to a dispute over what types of risk we face and how we should respond to ‘risk’.  The media typically see no end to such debates and sign them off with something like “this will run and run”. 

Campaigns based around wish lists of dangerous chemicals tend to lead into such a cul de sac.  Only when some external event (such as an industrial accident) creates the political appetite to ‘do something’, will much be achieved by just defining the objective in a very public way. 

More Options

WWF also considered other possible frames for the campaign, such as the rights of the unborn child (on which there is a UN charter) but while ‘rights’ interest lawyers and some politicians, they are not something which Mr and Mrs Average thinks about on a day to day basis.  Nor do they easily lead to defined action.

Appeals to sign up to charters (in this case the Copenhagen Charter) and conventions are similarly elite rather than populist, dull and the business of governments rather than voters.  

Another well explored area considered and dropped was ‘right to know’.  While it’s relatively easy to win support for this type of campaign, it’s hard to make it bite in terms of impact.  It frequently leads to a discussion about labelling, and literally ends in a debate in very fine print.  The obvious problem, also encapsulated in REACH itself, is that one can have as many labels as you like and it may not make any difference to what gets used, and thus to what ends up in bodies, water, food or the living environment.  Much the same goes for testing.  Such a frame implies that the chemical is ‘ok if tested’, when it may be very not-ok.

A Discovery Story

To be easily communicable, a campaign needs to be visual and to present a story.  The story of a campaign could be a physical journey, or a struggle to uncover something, and of course there are other forms of story.  We decided to adopt the format search - discover - act.  This is, if you like, a ‘frame’ (www.frameworksinstitute.org).  Having searched or surveyed and discovered things, the natural question is: what is to be done as a result?  In the WWF campaign, we aimed to search for chemicals in human bodies.

Finding something unpleasant or worrying in your body also invokes the ‘grossness factor’: whereas a list of chemicals in the environment is inherently dull and scientistic, finding that you or your nearest and dearest are polluted, is altogether more visceral.   

We set up a blood testing programme.  This also meant that the victims could become the messengers.  People, unlike polar-bears, can speak for themselves.  Instead of a NGO making claims based on research reports about ‘populations’, we would have real people with their own views about how they felt about being forced to carry a burden of industrial chemicals.  Rather than abstract notions of rights or concepts of ecosystem integrity, we’d have a flesh and blood campaign with human interest and ‘walking wounded’.

‘Toxics’ is a ‘mature’ issue with years of to and fro debate between industry, regulators and environmentalists.  Slipping back into that old groove is unlikely to gain much public interest, not least because it’s hard for people to participate in an elite debate in which only those equipped with research lab’s can become primary owners of information.  (This is also one reason why the campaign did not use the term ‘toxics’). 

Once you are personally affected, the issue of what’s acceptable also takes on a different hue.  Of course we are all affected but with no knowledge, this is the same as nobody being affected.  So long as there was no evidence industry and politicians could rely on the subject remaining a diffuse concern with an esoteric debate.  With effectively no government monitoring (where there is, it’s small samples and anonymized), pollution of humans is a victimless crime – the blood sampling surveys helped change that.

Competing Frames

As the lobbying over REACH built up, the chemicals industry tried to play on the idea of ‘workability’.  If they succeeded in triggering this frame, nobody would argue that the regulation should be ‘unworkable’, so it sowed its own seed of success – because who other than the people actually making the stuff could say what was, or was not, ‘workable’ ?

The question raised by the blood sampling was very different.  If these chemicals are getting into our bodies, then we need to know they are safe, beyond any doubt.   Routinely used chemicals should be absolutely safe, to the same degree that natural substances we have been exposed to over millennia, are safe.  Otherwise natural justice dictates that industrial chemicals should not be able to get into human bodies.  

 In the long term, beyond REACH, this will probably mean substitution and product redesign.  Campaigns to achieve this will make much faster progress by dialogue with product manufacturers and designers, rather than debate with the chemicals industry, which is going to be the last party to agree.  Under REACH product manufacturers point out that they face a huge task in tracing chemicals:  Ford for example says vehicles contain 5,500 substances including polymers, and 10,000 if production chemicals are included.  This is something which manufacturers have brought upon themselves.  A household item might for example easily contain dozens of chemicals ‘outgassing’ into the air from several types of plastic – if it was instead made of substances such as wood, steel or glass, that might be eliminated.  The whole design strategy for modern products needs to be rethought.   But for now, the purpose of the WWF exercise has been to help set a norm, an expectation that industrial chemicals should stay where they belong, or not be used.

Blood To Brussels

WWF started its campaign by blood testing its own staff on the principle don’t ask others to do what you won’t do yourselves.   Then forming an alliance with the Women’s Institute [3], it extended the survey to include families, politicians and other well known figures, each wave of blood testing repeating the same story of contamination with a new twist.  This generated repeated local, regional and national profile, and a diverse range of people to talk about their experiences. 

The WI members then took their results – and their opinions – to Brussels, to lobby MEPs.   Chartering a London bus and taking the Eurostar train, the ‘blood tested grannies’ created a visual story of a journey.  Blood (blood bags) and test results (people holding up papers) and family pictures of grandchildren also came with their own ‘visual language’ – you could look at a picture and see what was going on, without so much need for words. 

To help magnify the effect of the campaign, WWF also worked with the ‘ethically-guided’ UK Co-operative Bank, which ran an eighteen month public campaign (www.co-operativebank.co.uk/safer.  In July 2003 the bank funded biomonitoring tests of over 150 volunteers including Bank Staff, MPs and MEPs ‘to demonstrate the presence of man-made chemicals in our blood’.  It says ‘Everyone tested was found to be contaminated with a cocktail of man-made chemicals’.  In May 2004  it ran an awareness-raising Safer Chemicals advertising campaign hit national press, reaching 1 in 3 of the population (see the ad at the website)

By conducting a regional sweep of sampling, WWF was able to involve its network of local groups, and to help them build their campaigning experience.

The chemicals found in the blood are reported at the WWF website.  They tested for 78 chemicals including persistent and accumulative substances such as PCBs and organochlorine pesticides but also newer chemicals such as PDBEs’ – used as flame retardants in thousands of household products (from which they leak into our homes).   95% of those tested had 10 chemicals and one had two thirds of them in their body.  

WWF has continued to extend its testing across Europe, including MEPs, and worked with Greenpeace to survey chemicals in the umbilical chords of babies, finding contamination with hazardous non-stick chemicals (from cooking utensils), flame-retardants, perfumes and other ‘gender-bending’ chemicals.  Its website also reports other scientific research linking such chemicals to conditions from asthma to genital abnormalities, cancer and behaviour (http://www.wwf.org.uk/chemicals/).  The strength of the blood testing is its indisputable demonstration of widespread contamination - the presence of chemicals in people that ought not to be there, in places like the womb.   The chemicals industry has attacked the ‘biomonitoring’, trying to draw WWF into an expert debate focused on trying to prove anything more than presence.
So far as REACH goes, WWF’s objectives were twofold – to ensure that a class of very persistent and very bioaccumulative substances were included and listed as of ‘high concern’ (this was achieved in the EC draft produced in 2003 - some thirty professors and leading scientists signed a statement in line with this objective), and to require their substitution (not yet achieved).  It’s a campaign that’s still ongoing and this was not an attempt at evaluation but there’s no doubt that the blood-testing definitely had some impact.  One MEP was heard telling colleagues and a visiting chemical industry delegation to the European Parliament that WWF’s blood testing was a “disgrace to the environmental movement”, but also that industry complaints about 200 job losses here and there were not going to diminish concern about the threat to families and children now in many MEPs’ minds.

Recently WWF has launched a new ‘safer shopping’ microsite ‘from basics to bling’ aimed at interesting esteem driven shoppers in chemicals, health and consumer products –  http://safershopping.wwf.org.uk/ 
I hope this account has been of some use to campaigners – the design principles may apply to many campaigns. 

Related campaign links: 

Greenpeace Toxics Campaign (with more tests on consumer products including children's pyjamas, toys and baby feeding bottles, as well as perfumes, paints, car interior cleaners and air fresheners)

www.greenpeace.org.uk/Products/Toxics/campaign.cfm

The European Consumers Association Chemical Cocktail Website (worth a look for their interactive guide to chemical hazards in the home)
www.chemical-cocktail.org/index_en.asp
National Federation of Women’s Institutes – see ‘Simple Solutions’ booklet on avoiding chemicals - http://www.nfwi.org.uk/campaigns/simple.shtml  

Thanks – special thanks for help in preparing this Newsletter, to Justin Woolford of WWF who devised and led the campaign from its inception to 2005.  Justin now works at WWF International on European fisheries - JWoolford@wwfint.org 

[1] The debates over REACH are complex and often tedious – reliable accounts are found at the ENDS website: Environmental Data Services  - www.endsreport.com)

[2] For a recent example see the fate of the proposed new EU regulation on potent industrial greenhouse gases (f-gases).  Despite huge public concern, the European Parliament has just succumbed to pressure from the industry, throwing out proposals by its Environment Committee to introduce bans on substances such as HFCs and SF6.  Instead they have adopted the line favoured by the fluorocarbons chemicals industry, promoted by a heavy lobbying campaign in Brussels, Strasbourg by the PR firm Hill and Knowlton.  (See newsletters at www.mipiggs.org and http://www.euractiv.com/Article?tcmuri=tcm:29-146480-16&type=News). While the media and public focus hard questions on environment departments, the really important decisions are made by industry departments, taking their line from industry.  In this case, the chemicals industry simply has much more political clout than the manufacturers of alternative technologies, which are mainly smaller engineering companies.

[3] WI - for non-UK readers this is a highly respectable women’s organisation with a strong national network, rather feared by politicians after slow-handclapping a speech by Tony Blair http://www.nfwi.org.uk 
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