Campaign Strategy Newsletter No 5 March 5 2005

Campaign Intelligence

Many campaigners spend a lot of time polishing their policy ideas and then launching them on a suspecting world. We've all done it. Sometimes it works and hey presto, a company, government or Mrs Smith next door thinks "gosh that's a good idea - I'd never thought of it like that before", and the campaign is a hit. But not often.

One reason why it frequently doesn't work out so well, is a lack of real intelligence - ie understanding of how things work, and how change can be brought about - in the relevant business, government department or the Smith household next door. Campaigns usually have to be outsider enterprises but they need an inside track on the dynamics of change. Here are two examples.

GM Dynamics

A senior executive from a leading UK retailer recently told me how he has been repeatedly lobbied over gm foods by an equally well known campaign group, which in his view had an overly optimistic belief that the current non-GM policy of the British supermarkets is secure for the foreseeable future.

He says "In practice a number of profound, but complex changes deep within food supply chains, particularly relating to non-GM animal feed, are conspiring to jeopardise this position, something some retailers are only to keen to use as an excuse to move away from non-GM. Its only by understanding how modern supply chains work that NGOs can anticipate these pressure points, identifying the optimum place and means to intervene to affect change."

As an example of the type of analysis NGOs need to do, he gave the value chain of clothing, drawing up a matrix which along the top read:
Fibre production, Dyeing and finishing, Garment production, Shop, Consumer use, Disposal

and down the side read:

environmental and social issues; supply chain challenges; potential legal, political, voluntary and market solutions.

NGOs he suggested, needed to analyse each cell of the matrix in order to understand where and when to campaign, what to try and change, and what needs to be changed in order to ensure the result they want. He suggested hiring people who had worked in the business, although you could also acquire the same intelligence by consultancy or other means.

Campaigners who want to change business, need to get an inside track on the dynamics of companies - the tastes and ambitions of key managers, the dynamics of ownership and shareholder pressure, competition in all its guises, internal competition for funds, and company culture, as well as the 'rational' factors outlined in my friends matrix. (The more significant the decision, the less important the 'rational' factors really tend to be, although the more they will be called on for post-hoc justification.)

Political Airmiles - Taxes And Politics

Political insiders have it that a few months ago, the eternally bickering UK Chancellor (finance minister) Gordon Brown and his globe trotting Prime Minister Tony Blair agreed to pursue action on taxation of aviation fuel because it was one of the few things they could agree on. (Iraq, education, health and the economy all being ruled out). I don't know if campaigners were aware of this but it's a good example of the perverse effect of personal politics elevating an important but politically marginal issue to the forefront of a government's agenda.

It also just so happened to be expedient internationally - with the EU reviewing its post Kyoto climate commitments, and the UK about to take the 'lead' in its EU Presidency and in the G8, where climate also gave Blair a benign way to distance himself from G W Bush, at least for domestic consumption. All this of course is far from being anything to do with the merits of action on climate change as perceived by environmental campaigners. As Saul Alinsky wrote in the now old, but still readable tract 'Rules For Radicals', "With very rare exceptions, the right things are done for the wrong reasons".

Not much has happened, not least because an election is now pending in the UK and, as Blair himself pointed out to MPs when quizzed on taxing aviation fuel, none of them want to suggest to voters that their holidays may get more expensive in order to make self-sacrificial gestures in favour of the climate. (The sole exception being a LibDem MP who wasn't standing at the next election). After publishing a White Paper on aviation and airports which foresees an ongoing expansion in air travel, the UK Government announced on 4 March that it would 'offset' its own air travel by investing in carbon-reducing measures such as renewable energy for cooking in developing countries. NGOs rightly panned this as tokenism but it should not be discounted entirely - it indicates an internal tension in government: they know that soon, 'something will have to be done' (and though the offset isn't THE something, it's something).

Air travel is a culturally iconic (a hangover from the 1960s/70s) and sensitive topic. It's a golden opportunity for campaigners looking to make climate change an immediate and talkable proposition. It passes what John Scott of KSBR calls the 'chip shop queue test': it's hard to resolve, triggers dilemmas, and is full of paradoxes. It prolongs conversations, it doesn't shut them down. People can't resolve it - they want both: climate protection and air travel but they also know that much air travel is simply frivolous. They're not sure what to think so a campaign conversation could go viral.

Politicians have treated it as an 'insoluble opportunity' but this isn't necessarily so. For example behind the apparently solid opposition of the airline industry to any form of taxation or the inclusion of pollution from air travel in emissions trading schemes, there is a big fault line. Campaigners need look no further for a good briefing than the website of their bete noire, global PR firm Burson Marsteller (www.bmbrussels.be). In a moment of open-ness (presumably they have no clients in this area) two BM apparatchiks Simons Leavitt and Simon Bryceson have published an intriguing online essay 'THE AIRLINE INDUSTRY - IMPROVING THE CLIMATE FOR EUROPEAN FLAG CARRIERS?'. It's worth reading but the key paragraphs states:

"... not all airlines are equal. In the traditional business model, the cost of aviation fuel is approximately 14 - 16 % of an airline's cost base. In contrast, for some newer, leaner airlines with a lower cost base in other parts of the business, this figure can rise to around 20 - 25 %.

Internalising the environmental costs of air travel through a rise in the price of aviation fuel would therefore be comparatively advantageous to airlines whose cost base is higher in other areas of their business. It would also raise the barrier to entry for new market entrants, making market entry more difficult than it has been in the last few years. Further, governments, realising that the growth projections in air travel are overestimated with added costs built in, would invest less in new airport infrastructure, removing another potential foothold for new entrants.

The primary airline customers to be affected by an increase in the cost of fuel would not be Northern Europeans flying to the sun. Because take-off and landing add disproportionately to the usage of fuel, under a system which fully took the environment into account, it would be the regular short-haul city-to-city flights which increased in price by the greatest amount. Although businesspeople for some journeys would move for example to rail, in many cases, a large proportion of the increased cost could be passed to business customers. The model would move nearer to the cost of business flights in Europe a few years ago. The cost advantage of "low-cost" airlines would be reduced.

Overall, adding to the cost of aviation fuel would reduce the size of the future air travel market in Europe. It would however reduce the cost differential between existing airlines, and would raise the cost barrier for new entrants."

This explains why, although they appear to be campaigning against taxes, airlines such as Al Italia, Air France and British Airways will be rubbing their hands at the prospect of 'environmental' taxes putting low-cost competitors out of business. Another case of Alinsky's rule ? Maybe, if the campaigners help force it to a head. Working against that may be the fact that the French and Germans have started proposing their own version of air taxation - and Blair may not want to be seen to follow a Franco-German lead in his EU Presidency ... (see ENDS DAILY www.environm entdaily.com - ISSUE 1824 - Friday 18 February 2005).


***********************************************
INVITATION

You are invited to the launch of - HOW TO WIN CAMPAIGNS by Chris Rose
Thursday 7th April
Time: 6pm Location: Housmans Bookshop
5 Caledonian Road, London, N1 9DX
Tel: 020 7837 4473
Closest Tube: King’s Cross St. Pancras

RSVP
Jennifer Poole
Earthscan Publications
8-12 Camden High Street
London, NW1 0JH
Tel: 020 7387 8558
Email: jpoole@earthsc an.co.uk
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