Campaign Strategy Newsletter May 3 2005 - Election Issue
What are campaigns for? And what's wrong with the UK environment movement?
 

In the wake of the horrible mess which US environmentalists have dug themselves into while debating the arguments around 'Death of Environmentalism' by Michael Shellenberger and Ted Noordhaus, a milder British version of much the same thing has emerged in the UK press.  
 

Taking as their hook the low profile of 'environment' in the current General Election campaign, articles in the New Statesman (a left leaning weekly) and The Economist (a right leaning weekly), both take the environment movement to task for being ineffective.   
It's hard not to agree that the UK 'environment movement' is rather ineffective - and it's a good thing if campaign groups have to answer their critics -  but these stories are both framed by familiar journalistic clichés which make them 'good stories' but unreliable analysis of what's actually going on.  Writing in New Statesman [1], Jonathan Leake says:
 

"what has happened is that the green groups have let themselves be suckered. After 1997 [when New Labour got elected], filled with the euphoria of having helped eject the Conservatives, they turned their backs on the activists who had so scared the politicians. Instead, they focused on working with the new government in the belief - naive as it now seems - that they could be more effective inside Labour's "big tent" than outside it.

 

Leake cites me in support of this thesis but at least for the period 1997 - 1999 while I was in charge of the campaigns at Greenpeace UK, this wasn't my experience. 
 

I well recall a visit to Greenpeace's office very soon after the 1997 Blair victory, by two female Labour MPs (one being Angela Smith) which annoyed the whole staff, most junior included, because of their pitch that we all had to pull together to support the Government because it was Labour. Apart from the fact that not all the staff had voted Labour, even those who did were horrified, as much at the naivety of the politicians as anything else.  That year and next we ran the Atlantic Frontier campaign against expanded oil exploration - in which for example I received a $1m writ against me from BP - as a result of encouragement from Ministers (who hid behind BP). If anything, I think the media were much more in love with New Labour than NGOs ever were.  A few years later Greenpeace’s then Executive Director Peter Melchett wound up in jail for trashing a GM maize crop, in direct opposition to government policy.  
 

So Jonathan Leake is being simplistic to say that large NGOs just tried to work inside the 'New Labour Big Tent'. What certainly has happened, though, is that there is now a large pool of youngish policy "wonks" that have moved between the Labour administration, NGOs and leftish think tanks, while the early 1990s roads movements and other activists melted from the scene.  But as I describe in How To Win Campaigns, this wasn't because those activist groups were in some way closed down or eclipsed by the larger NGOs: they dissipated through a lack of organisation, brand-strategy and exhaustion. The swollen policy communities that now adorn issues such as has climate are indeed an enormous problem for effective campaigns - they anchor the focus of NGOs in the wrong place: policy instead of politics, policy worlds instead of popular culture. 
 

While I doubt many NGOs thought they "could be more effective inside Labour's "big tent" than outside it" they have rarely been very effective wherever they are in relation to the political canvas.  The most convincing explanation I've seen for why this is concerns the effect of 'norming' the environment (see page 184 - 187 of How To Win Campaigns and this edition’s posting) leading to a logjam in which different groups in society agree that something should be done but disagree over how to do it.  Perhaps this is too complicated to be reported in New Statesman but it seems to me to be more credible than simply asserting as Jonathan does that the NGOs are suffering a "lack of vision, poor leadership and a naive trust in new Labour". At the same time, NGOs have become less activist, and more dominated by staff who are concerned to maintain their credibility in policy communities and less willing to take risks in case it affects their reputation.  Here I agree with Leake - effective new campaigns are most likely to emerge from small new activist groups.
 

Leake's piece raises important criticisms and asks good questions even if some of his answers are trite but the same can't be said of the latest attack on environmentalists in The Economist.  
 

For those who don't know it, The Economist can be relied upon to pour scorn on campaign groups except where it needs them to shore up its opinions.  Despite assuming a magisterial style, and frequently a smug tone of worldly-wise expertise, the attitude of The Economist towards environmental campaigns can be wildly contradictory from one issue to the next.  Perhaps this is because even more than most journalists writing about 'the environment' in the British press, those at The Economist have never actually tried to do anything about it, and never run a campaign?  Who knows? As they are all anonymous it's hard to find out.
 

At any event, and inspired by 'Death of Environmentalism' by Shellenberger and Noordhaus, the 21st April Edition  of The Economist  provides a classic lecture to environmentalists [2] under the modest banner "Rescuing Environmentalism".  
 

Not surprisingly, it turns out the solution to being more effective is to use more market mechanisms.  There follows the usual list of things The Economist doesn't like - such as opposition to nuclear power, GMOs, the Precautionary Principle, regulation and litigation - and those it does like, such as innovation, market mechanisms, and monetizing ecological services.  The latter, it says, have been rejected by 'unthoughtful' greens.  This isn't true - NGOs have promoted most or all of the mechanisms which The Economist says they have ignored. 
 

‘“Mandate, regulate, litigate.” That has been the green mantra'
 

says The Economist.  So what about the non-regulatory Forest and Marine Stewardship Councils initiated by WWF or Greenpeace's cooperation with renewable energy and refrigeration companies?   The Economist has simply got its history wrong.
 

But if we take its views at face-value, where The Economist is really naive is in what it seems to take NGOs and campaigns to be.  It suggests that they should adopt cost-benefit analysis, for example: 
 

A more sensible green analysis of nuclear power would weigh its (very high) economic costs and (fairly low) safety risks against the important benefit of generating electricity with no greenhouse-gas emissions. 
 

and
 

Some things in nature are irreplaceable—literally priceless. Even so, it is essential to consider trade-offs when analysing almost all green problems. The marginal cost of removing the last 5% of a given pollutant is often far higher than removing the first 5% or even 50%: for public policy to ignore such facts would be inexcusable. 
 

The point which seems to have eluded The Economist is that campaign groups aren't conducting 'public policy'.  Making those trade-offs is the job of government, not NGOs.  They are advocates and agents of change whose role is to change what is possible, not negotiate within the realm of what is possible.  The 'pragmatic' decisions which The Economist is so keen on are framed by a context made in part by campaigners but their job is to try and change the world so that, for example, the 'priceless things in nature' are not traded off.  Campaigns are not the same thing as government. 
 

Campaigns (see the ‘ambition box’ at http://www.campaignstrategy.org/bookindex.html) are more about creating long term strategic change, not finding the most cost-effective way to spend a limited resource on, say, environmental protection.  Instead of addressing its frustrations to the largely illusory 'green movement', on this subject The Economist would do a service to its readers and the world if it utilised its considerable intellectual resources to address itself to governments, whose job it is to craft and implement the best public policy.  It may be splendidly bufferish to dismiss 'greens' as an irrelevant fringe one minute and claim the next that they 'shape policy making' but it's unworthy of a magazine which wants to be taken seriously.
 

Finally, and connecting like Jonathan Leake's piece, with electoral politics, The Economist says that if its advice were followed:
the green movement could overcome the scepticism of the ordinary voter. It might even move from the fringes of politics to the middle ground where most voters reside. 
 

Here again it is wrong.  The environment movement's problem is that its concern is now shared by the middle ground but that militates against action rather than fostering it (see the latest posting from How To Win Campaigns at this website 'Reading The Weather') - and in the UK system, environment isn't seen as an electoral issue by the main political parties.
 

There are several reasons why environment hasn't much featured in the current UK election, and though the failings of the environmental campaigners are no doubt a contributory factor, they are far from being the major ones.  Here are four:
 

1. Psephology - as Andrew Marr pointed out in his book Ruling Britannia, with increasing professionalisation of the election planning, politicians focus on a few 100,000 'key' voters.  Political offers are then boiled down to what most cleanly divides them, usually on Labour v Conservative lines, and everything else gets dropped from the agenda.  ie the Parties drop 'environment' along with all sorts of other stuff. The same cannot be said of the Liberal Democrats or, of course, Greens.  The media then reports that agenda. Then it criticises the agenda once it gets bored.
 

2. Cultural - Most UK politicians have really ignored environment for generations.  It's been treated as an increasingly unavoidable subject for government but not something for elections.  Most UK politicians know almost nothing about it and certainly less than many schoolchildren.  They still tend to think like Mrs Thatcher prior to her 'conversion', who said at the time of the Falklands War, something like "it's nice to have a real crisis to deal with when you've spent most of your life dealing with humdrum issues like the environment".   Indeed, politicians have by and large ignored the issues and ideas of campaign groups [3] leading to the emergence of consumer-NGO-business 'new politics' without politicians, though this seems to have passed The Economist by.
 

3. A deal was done - It has often been said that in the past, Labour and Tories did a deal not to criticise each others environmental policies in Parliament.  It made life easier.  I heard this again recently, from someone who works for a well-known former UK Environment Minister.
 

4. Psychological values - The Values and Voters survey at www.campaignstrategy.org shows how Labour and Tories are mainly playing to parts of society where non-material issues (not just environment), indeed "issues" in general, are not top of mind or instinctive priorities, whereas they are for Liberal Democrat supporters.  Hence Labour and the Conservatives have little to gain by promoting their environmental ideas because LibDem supporters are fewer and very loyal.  This will only change if the UK electoral system changes to allow the Green Party or LibDems to be more of a threat, and/or if campaigners start serious work with the security-driven and esteem-driven parts of the population.  (More on this in the next newsletter, taking the example of climate change, and a new survey on climate and values which will be posted at www.campaignstrategy.org.)
 

 

[1] http://www.newstatesman.com/200504250009 How the greens were choked to death 
Jonathan Leake, Monday 25th April 2005, NEW STATESMAN

[2] Rescuing environmentalism Apr 21st 2005 http://www.economist.com/printedition/displaystory.cfm?Story_ID=3888006
[3] How To Win Campaigns Chris Rose, pub Earthscan p 196
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