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Introduction

“The main characteristic of the media is that we are all over the shop.” The statement by former BBC Newsnight presenter Jeremy Vine introduced the 2002 Cumberland Lodge conference on media and sustainability issues, part of a series of meetings which Cumberland Lodge has organised with the Cambridge Media and Environment Programme. Jeremy mentioned two public misconceptions about the media. The first is that the media is a single, cohesive whole when in fact it is incredibly diffuse, and the second that the media thinks about anything. “Our defining feature, it seems to me, is that we are not rational.” 

To inform editors of the issues at stake and work out how the media can better report on issues such as environment, sustainability and risk was one of the aims of the two meetings; to give experts a chance to tell their side of the story and make scientists aware of how they can tell theirs, another. 

The 2002 meeting took place ten years after the Earth Summit in Rio and just months before the World Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg in August and September 2002. The 2003 event was centred around the topic of risk which, after September 11th, MMR vaccination scares, and recent debates on global warming, was appropriately timed as well. Before summing up recommendations for more effective reporting on the above problems, the issues at stake will be briefly described.

The sustainability debate, the Johannesburg Summit and the media

The sustainable development movement started in the 1970s, and has since tried to reconcile ecological with economic values. ‘Sustainability’ has become a fashionable phrase in the world of media, business and civil society. Large corporations use it as well as trade unions, the government and NGOs. It seems that the power of the sustainability concept has contributed to its success. Sustainable development means a compromise between economy, ecology and civil society. Richard Sandbrook, former executive director of IIED, stressed that certain companies would only survive with ecologically efficient products. Chemical industry companies such as BASF now believe that their success can only last if they satisfy the sustainability criteria. Consequently, co-operation between private enterprise, civil society and public bodies is on the increase, and corporate social responsibility has assumed a greater role in corporate governance and company law.

With the publication of Agenda 21, local and national governments have woken up to the sustainability agenda. However, environmental and sustainability issues have also got to be addressed on a global scale, it was argued. It has become increasingly fashionable now to approach things globally, sometimes producing tension between the local-national and global level. We have, for instance, now a World Forest Convention, whereas forests have traditionally been matters of local jurisdiction. 

There have been a number of international meetings on sustainability and climate change issues. The Johannesburg summit followed in the footsteps of previously held conferences such as those of Rio and Kyoto. The Rio summit was deemed important since it picked up on climate change and ultimately produced the desert convention. The agenda, however, was diffused and the expectations raised too high. The head of the convention it was argued, sold the message that Agenda 21 required a doubling of the aid frame. After the 1992 recession, however, aid plummeted and poor countries grew suspicious and frustrated when the Rio+5 meeting came along. Rio+5 was too soon after Rio and thus doomed to failure. The Johannesburg summit tried to deal more with output and implementation programmes rather than with concepts and ideas, which happened at Rio. The agenda which was set for Johannesburg consisted of the challenge: ‘how can we make what we have been trying to do for the last ten years work better?’ Intermediate goals (2015 as a timeframe would be too far away) and work programmes in the major policy areas are needed, combined with leadership from key people, e.g. Tony Blair. 

The issues at Johannesburg were manifold, which made the reporting of the summit’s debates a real challenge. They comprised finance, the environment, health and sanitation, water, and trade (‘a big piece of dynamite’, as one speaker admitted). The public aid frame available to developing countries was, relative to foreign direct investment (FDI), deemed too small by the experts present at the Cumberland Lodge meeting. They told journalists that this type of direct investment only really goes to twelve countries in the world (among them Brazil and China), and that the north-south flow of money is not evenly spread over all countries. Other issues touched upon were under-nourishment and wealth distribution in some developing countries. In Brazil, for example, 1% of the population owns 85% of the land. Urbanisation (growing rapidly in the south), the HIV/Aids pandemic in Africa, energy, the depredation of fish stock and pollution of oceans were also mentioned as hot topics. 

   With an agenda as diverse as this, how do your report the summit? What has British media’s track record been of reporting third world and sustainability issues?

   

When it comes to reporting changes in the corporate sector, the picture is rather bleak. The business community, has ‘got the message’ but many in the media and stakeholder community do not like business and thus have not picked up on some of the interesting stories which could have been reported. The Financial Times was cited as a notable exception to this. As regards broadcasting about the developing world, significant changes have taken place in the last ten years. TV remains the main source of public information. However, there is evidence of a decline in both quantity and quality. The trend is away from serious factual programmes, towards reality TV, ‘Brits abroad’ programmes and a domestic focus. British viewers are not treated to the same amount of coverage on international affairs as they were in 1990. The total of programme hours devoted to international issues has dropped dramatically (especially with independent broadcasters). Programmes that are filmed in developing countries today are mostly centred on wild life, travel, cookery, lifestyle or history. Sustainability issues only cover 11% of the total programme time filmed in developing countries. This was different ten years ago when the most popular categories of films that British viewers were seeing about the developing world were development and environment, followed by culture.

The main factors in driving these changes are channel proliferation, intensified competition, preoccupation with ratings, editorial risk aversion, and deregulation. Commercial television seems to have dropped serious factual programmes like a stone. Another reason, given by a senior BBC editor, was that it is simply very difficult to make good and gripping programmes about the developing world, and the media are not trying hard enough. ‘I don’t know’, a senior editor said, ‘how many people could do a programme on globalisation.’ The remaining question is: ‘Is British television a window on the world or a window on Britain's back yard?’ There is now an extraordinary emphasis on the domestic and the insular, and up until September 11th there seemed to have been little awareness that we are in a globalising world.

Risk issues and the media

Risk topics have preoccupied the media in the last few years, whether during the BSE or Foot and Mouth crises, through MMR jabs, the SARS epidemic, green house gases, climate change, or genetically modified (GM) crops.

Certain topics are over-reported (e.g. BSE or CJD), whereas others that are regarded by experts as major public health disasters, do not get enough coverage, e.g. diabetes or mental health problems.

The standard definition of risk is probability of incident times severity of incident. Risk is relative, and any good transport correspondent will know that you can prove that any mode of transport is either the safest or the most dangerous. This is because risk is not a single or coherent thing, it is usually, as one journalist put it, ‘some units of nastiness happening per something else’, i.e. per population unit or per activity.

Risk is not a bad thing, and it was argued that individuals and policy makers ought to take more risks. A risk-encouraging culture was demanded of society and government. Risk is something which each individual takes every day of their lives, it can be stimulating and fun, and generate energy and ideas. The business world, for example, thrives on risk. The business approach to risk is that risk equals both threats and opportunities. Risk/reward decisions are the core of business decision making and businesses have to learn to identify, quantify and manage risks.

When communicating risks, a senior government scientist stated, it all comes down to the credibility of the messenger. Government and public agencies have to gain public trust. However, this is not going to be easy since surveys have shown the following levels of public acceptability of ‘messengers’:  48% of people trust NGO scientists, 20% government scientists, 13% government advising bodies and only 4% politicians. This, of course,  makes it very difficult for politicians, and one of the front-bench MPs present at the conference lamented the fact that ‘politicians cannot win’. 

Several examples of the dilemmas which politicians face about risk issues were mentioned. Risk consultant Tony Taig thought that government regulators and scientists in general must show that they are a) competent, and b) committed to doing what is best for people. A classic example of this is the case of the railways. Taig said: “Politicians or policy makers, local and national government officials stand up and say, ‘well we decided not to invest in the crash protection system. It would have cost £15 million per life saved.’ Collapse of stout party! How much better if they had stood up and said, ‘well, we have consulted a lot of people and frankly many felt they didn’t feel we ought to spend billions on something that would only save a tiny handful of lives when there were better things that could be done with the money within the railways, in transport, in hospitals.’ .” 

   

One of the front-bench MPs attending the conference, however, underlined that things are not quite as easy as they seem. The public tends to forget about proportionality. Today’s railways are so safe, he said, that the risk of an accident is really low, and there comes a point to ask ‘when is it sensible to spend millions of pounds on a new level crossing when actually you are going to save two or three lives over the years?’ 

These are difficult decision for politicians, particularly when relatives of the dead come to the minister and say that they could have saved their son or daughter by investing more. When the media identifies a risk, the answer is: try to deal with it! This, however, can result in bad decisions due to media pressure and public pressure. 

Politicians, naturally, want to avoid losing elections and public criticism. The fuel protests a couple of years ago, which were a large factor in change of government policy, were given as an example of when the media took a short-term view and made life incredibly difficult for politicians. In the period from 1974 to 2001, the cost of motoring went down in real terms by 1.7%, whereas rail travel went up by 85%, and bus travel by 66%. The longer term view would have been to say ‘hang on a minute, fuel prices should go up.’ This, unfortunately, was not communicated to the British public. 

When trying to deal with science and risk, government cannot put up ministers for interview, it was argued. They would have to provide experts who know what they are talking about. Nevertheless, the debate about experts and risk was a hard-fought one during the meeting. 

Steve Rayner of Oxford University’s Said business school convincingly argued that risk is not just about science. It is just as much about culture, politics, society, and anthropology. He illustrated this with the example of local foods in France and Italy, which are highly valued in their native countries, whereas it is uniformity that is valued in the US. He believed there to be ‘a scientisation of democracy’. “I see the media going off to Susan Greenfield or Richard Dawkins and all these people, and asking them about GM food issues. And, frankly, they have no greater authority to speak on these issues than on any other. There is this knee-jerk reaction, oh, it’s got science in it, so we must ask the scientists as the public intellectuals to comment on it. I find it very frustrating.”

Like the US, the UK is evidence-based, Rayner claimed, which in his eyes comes down to the same: “bring me a number”. Decisions are not taken by an exercise of judgement, ethics or culture, but on the basis of numbers. The precautionary principle, he thought, is incoherent, though. It says ‘don’t do anything unless you know enough about it’. But we will never know enough! Rayner demanded having the opportunity to make democratic decisions, and not just base them on scientific issues (e.g. when deciding whether unpasteurised French cheese should be sold in the US). Risk is about the more philosophical question of ‘what sort of world we want to live in?’


One of the problems which became apparent during the seminar was that parts of the general public actually do not seem to wish to be educated on certain subjects. The purchase of news, it became clear, has become more impulsive. The delivery of daily newspapers has declined by about 4 million a week in recent years. This, of course, makes media rely more on sensational stories, scare stories or stories which they know will sell well and appeal to the reader. There is an increasing coverage of personal lifestyle stories which makes it harder for broader political stories to get coverage. The increasing individualisation of society leads into the direction of “me”, or the question ‘was does this mean to me individually?’ Journalists wishing to tell stories have to take this into account. Journalists themselves are, of course, driven by what interests them personally. 

Problems and solutions for more effective reporting

The topics which were discussed during the two conferences are complex and vast. It is not surprising, thus, that the reporting of issues such as sustainable development, transport, food or health risks is not an easy task for the media. It quickly became clear that both sides, the experts and scientists who wish to communicate their message, and the reporters and editors who seek interesting stories for their respective audiences, have to undergo a learning process. The Cumberland Lodge meetings have played a valuable role in this.

Experts and journalists alike have to ask themselves: what is news and what is newsworthy? One journalist answered poignantly: “News is what my editor says it is, and when I am editing, I say what it is.” This may be frustrating for an expert scientist who must not underestimate the randomness of news. “What gets covered and what not is largely dictated by politics,” affirmed a media delegate. It seems to have become increasingly difficult for journalists to sell environment stories to their editors. Editors may say, as one journalist put it: “Very interesting. You did a similar piece 10 years ago, 8 years ago and 5 years ago, and I’m bored sick with it.” Journalists thus need to lobby commissioning editors and channel controllers in order to secure coverage of, for instance, contextual programmes such as documentaries. NGOs and scientists likewise have to understand the commissioning process and the fact that responsibilities within the media are, just like in government, fragmented. “It would be really nice,” said one campaigner, ”sometimes to be able to phone up one or two people and say ‘this is the problem, you have got to report about it.” 

Unfortunately, things are not as easy as that, and the fragmentation of responsibilities was regarded as one of the biggest problems relating to sustainable development and climate change issues. It was acknowledged that personal contact still works best as a means for getting issues covered. “Nothing works better than personal contacts. Contact the editor.” advised a journalist his fellow delegates.

Conference participants on the whole agreed that there are two types of journalists: a ‘hard’ news side for whom issues that need better coverage have to justify the question ‘Is it a news story?’ It has to be new and interesting and a good story. The other type of journalist asks whether the media have a duty to educate people. For the latter coverage is justified by the importance of the subject or the public good, even if in strict terms it is not a news story. The role of the journalist ought to be more than that of a storyteller, though, for the media influence the public and policy makers alike. Moreover, editors should reflect on the accumulative effect of their stories.

One of the main debates of both meetings was centred around experts, i.e. how experts can communicate better, and how the media should deal with experts’ statements. It was thought to be cheaper and more effective to train scientists in communication and journalism, rather than trying to produce journalist experts. However, this does not absolve the journalist from better trying to understand better national and international processes, environmental and risk issues. He has a responsibility to research his subject and to be careful as to whom he presents as an expert. 

Apart from, as Steve Rayner outlined, the general risk of merely using science and numbers to justify actions, journalists tend to fall into the expert trap. Journalists got criticised for feeling they could say anything they wanted as long as they attributed it to some expert. The problems here can be that some ‘renegade scientists’ are quite prepared to go into the media and make relatively unfounded and outrageous statements. One of the politicians present at the 2003 conference lamented the fact that a tiny proportion of scientists’ opinions get blown out of proportion, and that the media had to tell the public about the relative weight of their opinion. “At what point,” asked Liam Fox MP “does the mainstream reach a critical mass to become the accepted truth? We wouldn’t have someone on the programme to say ‘the world is flat’, because obviously a critical mass of evidence says the world is round. At what point editorially do you decide that the evidence is overwhelming, and to have them on the programme?” 

Some NGO representatives urged both media and scientific experts to make the public understand that scientists do disagree, and that this was perfectly alright. “We have to encourage people to deal with a world of uncertainty, and not to look to science for definite answers because we won’t get them.” 

A mistake that ought to be avoided by journalists is to ask a scientist the question ‘Is it safe?’ This is something to be asked of government or policy makers. Similar to a transport correspondent’s skill in making any kind of transport appear disproportionately risky, a scientist could answer the question ‘What are the risks? ‘ with ‘What would you like them to be?” He could give you any answer you want! When reporters aggressively keep asking ‘is it a big risk or is it not?’, scientists are almost forced to make mistakes. Asking experts, it was felt, does not make reporting easier. Experts ought to get used to dealing with the media, and learn to improve communication in the form of press releases, plain language or story telling. 

Moreover, academics and NGOs must take responsibility for helping the media to see what the stories are and how to present them. A number of potential stories was mentioned during the two conferences. Among them were issues such as climate change in Britain, tuberculosis rates in London, mental health, salt intake and the government’s pumping money into the NHS without thinking about how to reduce the number of people needing the NHS. The cost of BSE measures in terms of preventing CJD deaths was another one. 

Suggestions for specific programmes were made: the weather forecast could be made a minute longer each day, or at least one day per week, and have a climate change story fed by the experts. The popular ‘Archers’ series on Radio 4 could be used as a way of getting across agricultural stories (as it happened in fact in 2003 when a discussion arose around the shooting of badgers). Cookery programmes could be employed to educate viewers about different cultures, consumer programmes to look at our consumer habits and what could be done about recycling, driving cars etc. Apart from the FT, the media have not really picked up on finance stories and ethical fund management companies, who control about three trillion pounds in assets, which is 10% of global assets. 

It will be a difficult undertaking to engage people with the issues, and creativity and imagination are two of the skills which are demanded of journalists here. Working with pictures and thus engaging people’s emotions could be one way forward, since pictures are more powerful than words. Also, to make environmental issues more prominent on screen, the media will need a specific person to become for environmental reporting what Andrew Marr is for politics. However, it was argued, the term ‘environment reporter’ or ‘environment report’ should be avoided if at all possible, since many people simply switch off when they hear the phrase. Instead, one could have a half-sentence about the consequences of four wheel drives on local air quality, or congestion when reporting about parents driving their children to school, for instance.

All good suggestions made and all this said, each journalist will, of course, have their own approach to their work and do not wish to be told what to do. To issue a set of guidelines for effective reporting on the above issues, was resented by most media delegates. Journalists do not wish to be overburdened with paper work. As one of their number said: “I don’t mean to be cynical, but we get endless bodies producing lists of things that supposedly help a journalist understand science or a special subject.. frankly, it is a waste of paper.”

 Is British television a window on the world or a window on Britain's back yard?





“Understand the person you’re talking to, and frame it to that.” (Tony Taig, Risk consultant)





“There is this knee-jerk reaction, oh, it’s got science in it, so we must ask the scientists as the public intellectuals to comment on it.” (Steve Rayner, Said Business School)





“News is what my editor says it is, and when I am editing, I say what it is.


What gets covered and what not is largely dictated by politics.”


(Media delegate)

















“At what point does the mainstream 


reach a critical mass to become 


the accepted truth?”    


(Liam Fox MP, shadow health secretary)
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