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The Premise

In an increasingly interdependent world, global institutions are not adapting as rapidly as they should to meet the broad range of globally deadlocked issues –indeed institutions cannot reform themselves.  The Breaking Global Deadlocks project is an experimental response to the lack of adequate institutional means available to state and non-state actors to manage complex problems of global interdependence.  The project tests the hypothesis that a ‘reformed’, ‘well-prepared’, and more representative summit process of leaders can stimulate discussion and debate on problems of global interdependence and point the way to solutions.  Assembling a small group of leaders is the key; only leaders can make the difficult trade-offs necessary to advance towards global solutions to global problems.  Of the numerous concrete issues available to test this hypothesis, climate change is the ‘purest’ public good and exemplar of the global commons problem. The challenges of climate change are real and require global cooperation through reformed multilateral processes. A new group of L14 (G-8 + ‘Gleneagles-5’ + Egypt) leaders could reach a draft ‘deal’ to ‘break’ this deadlocked problem. 

The purpose of this meeting in Toronto was to discuss the role of the media in shaping global public policy; a group that has not been adequately engaged by leaders and policymakers in global governance processes.  How can the media be engaged as a ‘gateway to the general public’?  How can meaningful reporting on climate change policy that keeps pace with scientific development be achieved? For example how could the illustrative L14 package ‘deal’ be explained?

The climate change issue is generally thought to be a scientific problem remedied by accurate facts, figures and percentages.  The nature of this discussion emphasized the political nature of the problem and the need for a political solution.  To facilitate a discussion of how best to frame and communicate the urgency of the climate change issue to the general public, the politics of participation at the level of global governance institutions and the politics of the illustrative climate change ‘deal’ itself had to be explained.  

Towards a ‘reformed’ and ‘well-prepared’ summit process

To fully grasp the politics of a climate change deal, an understanding of the limits of existing global governance institutions and the space for alternative international forums of decision-making were explored.   The G-8 summit process is making some attempts to position itself as a more inclusive and representative international forum for the discussion and resolution of the world’s most intractable problems.  Talks of enlarging the G-8 membership to include the ‘Gleneagles-5’—China, India, South Africa, Brazil and Mexico—are underway.  The Secretary-General of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), Mr. Angel Gurria, was invited to participate in the preparatory meetings leading up to the G-8 summit for the first time.  The “Heiligendamm Process” was launched by the G-8 to engage the “Gleneagles-5” in a permanent system of policy consultation on four issues: investment; innovation; development; and energy.  

While some strides have indeed been made towards achieving the goal of a more inclusive institutional process, many problems persist.  Simple expansion of the G-8 to include the ‘5’ will remain under-representative; Islamic countries remain outside of the process and African representation remains inadequate.  It is also uncertain whether the ‘5’ developing countries will be keen to join a process that has to date been largely a creation of the G-8 nations.  Moreover, the ‘5’ cooperated in common resistance to a backroom communiqué drafted by the ‘G-8’, ‘imposed’ on them.  The ‘5’ redrafted a new agreement that shifted the focus from climate change to energy security and omitted any mention of the OECD.  

The experience of engaging the ‘5’ at the Heiligendamm summit demonstrates the tenuous nature of negotiation processes.  G-8 members must be willing to make the requisite trade-offs to build the confidence of the ‘5’.  Under the leadership of Mexico, the sherpas and foreign ministers of the ‘5’ developing countries have worked in close cooperation concerning their roles in creating and resolving global governance problems.  They have, through a series of their own meetings, drafted collective positions on the Doha round of trade talks, migration, finance, education, labour and climate change.  Dialogue and coordination among the ‘5’ signifies a collective desire to be included in all stages of decision-making processes through systematic consultation with the G-8.  

To further these efforts towards inclusive and open dialogue between the ‘8’ and the ‘5’, the OECD created a support unit for the Heiligendamm process led by Germany.  The creation of this space for dialogue is critical.  Although there may be consensus on the issues of discussion, there is no consensus on the meanings of the terms of reference.  Investment for the ‘8’ may take the form of guarantees of stability while the ‘5’ view it as increases in investment.  For the ‘8’ ‘energy’ may mean decreases in emissions, but for the ‘5’, it may mean decreases in American emissions.  The discussion on development must change to reflect new realities.  The ‘5’ are now net aid donors rather than net aid recipients.   The primary goal of this OECD-supported dialogue unit will be to facilitate the creation of a common vernacular on these terms of reference.  

These particular efforts to create a more inclusive G-8 summit process raise wider questions about the nature and shape of global governance structures.  The current global governance architecture is comprised of relics of the post-war system that do not capture changes in the distribution of world power and influence since 1945.  If there is to be an agenda setting or steering committee other than the G-8 – the question of composition arises. The economic importance of a country is a prerequisite for participation in global institutional structures like the G-8.

An additional requirement is often that this country also be politically non-adversarial towards its counterparts.  A self-selected process of membership akin to the one that the G-8 currently adopts may lend itself well to restructuring but fail to assemble a truly representative group.  While some participants questioned whether a country’s democratic status should be a prerequisite for participation in discussions of global issues, most disagreed with excluding countries on this basis; that different rates of democratization must be accepted and all affected parties should be included.  One participant suggested that all those who would dissent if they were excluded should be invited to the negotiating table.  Another suggested that the test of relevance should be those who are ready, willing and able to take political risk and sacrifice; criteria that transcend ideologies and stereotypes.  Perhaps for this reason, efforts to define a further category of ‘Islamic’ countries to be included in processes of global decision-making may be counter-productive in an already divided post-9/11 world. 

The ‘variable-geometry’ approach to membership opens up further debate on who to include in the discussion of solutions to globally deadlocked issues and on what basis. Ad hoc meetings could be convened with leaders from a changing number of countries depending on the issue at stake. For example, for discussion of climate change, some argue that Indonesia and Australia should be included because of their importance and the vulnerabilities of their own ecosystems.  

If the litmus test of inclusion in a decision-making ‘club’ is effectively those leaders that possess the requisite political will to resolve globally deadlocked problems, political pressure on leaders exerted by national public opinion is crucial.  Leaders are ultimately accountable to their domestic constituencies.  There was agreement that global commons problems such as climate change gain local purchase only when they are framed as matters of national importance that touch an individual’s daily life.  

It was reiterated, however, that what matters more than the individual issue is the establishment of a leadership system that can help to reach outcomes on intractable global problems.  A reformed summit structure of the kind proposed in the L14 would establish a sufficiently intimate setting for personal diplomacy to take place.  It was suggested that real progress can be made only in an environment of trust.  This setting takes shape when a small group of people, through frequent encounters, come to share a level of intimacy together.  Care must be taken not to reduce the global governance problem to a false choice between the L20 and the UN system of 192 states; effective decision-making can take place in small groups working within this range.  It was suggested that this level of informality may be better captured as ‘network constellations’ rather than structures or architectures.  ‘Networks’ open the space for leaders and other non-state groups in the resolution of global commons problems.  

Explaining the ‘Deal’

The foregoing debates on global governance structures and general summit procedures were sharpened by engaging participants in a discussion of climate change.  The illustrative ‘deal’ on climate change aptly highlights the political complexities of the topic.  While the science is not definitive, what has emerged is a solid consensus on the gravity of risk that warrants taking immediate political action.  The political response should not be characterized by rushed, ill-conceived and risky ‘quick-fixes’ through geo-engineering techniques, for example.  Rather, it should be an incremental process characterized by small, but real decreases in greenhouse gas emissions; global and national efforts to innovate and invest through emission taxes and targeted sectoral regulations; and public support for research and development.   Action on emissions needs to be coordinated by a small, economically and regionally diverse group of the greatest emitters in an international forum with a sufficiently broad mandate.  This approach does not suggest that all emitters are needed all at once, and at the outset, to do the same thing.  This is the crux of the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change’s (UNFCCC) principle of ‘common but differentiated responsibility’.     

The substance of the illustrative ‘deal’ on climate change – the provisions for  ‘commitments’ and the strategies outlined for ‘persuading your leader’- is intended to contribute to a political solution.  The deal is realistic; it sets realistic targets on mitigation, adaption and policy reform and takes into consideration the national and regional interests of each participating state.

Can Climate Change Issues be Better Explained?

The political complexities of climate change are deepened by its intersection with other issue areas such as migration and energy and development.  The complexities of these issues on their own are exacerbated by the lack of dialogue among policy authorities in these areas.  These ‘intellectual silos’ tend to breed more misconceptions than clarity around climate change issues.  For example, the assumption that climate change will lead to massive international migration does not take into account the prevention of migration or adaptive responses.  The prevalence of this assumption is largely attributable to a false analogy that is made to the refugee regime; the reality is that people under pressure do not automatically pick up and flee, partially because movement across state borders is restricted.  

The mechanisms of displacement associated with climate change that are most likely to cause large-scale internal migration are: the effects of inundation due to the poor management of infrastructure; and food insecurity associated with increases in temperature, salinity-levels and drought.  

A political response to large-scale migration caused by climate change requires adopting measures that include prevention (identifying obstructive and constructive barriers to entry such as the restricted movement of people across borders and engineering for flood protection, land reclamation, geo-engineering and crop development); adaptation (land-use planning and incentives for internal migration); and palliation (humanitarian responses to aid the victims of natural disasters).  

Obstacles to effective policy responses include the difficulties of planning for something that can strike anywhere and at anytime.  The question of whether victim or emitter countries should be taking primary responsibility for the effects of climate change on the movement of people also remains open.  

Another piece of the climate change puzzle rests in the intersection between energy and development.  The Stern Report (2006) commissioned by the UK government argued that the best way to deal with climate change is through development itself.  As the public debate about development and aid demonstrates, the key to communicating complex issues of climate change is to distil the information to its most fundamental terms without falling into the trap of presenting ‘extreme’, polarized positions.  For developing countries, adaptation and mitigation is about development—a secure energy supply.  

In this mire of scientific and political complexities, what strategies are available to the media for framing and communicating a ‘grand bargain’ on climate change?  How can the media achieve balance and objectivity in telling the climate change story?  To what extent is the media an impartial, independent messenger?  How can the global problem of climate change be brought closer to home?  

How to Make Sense of Everything – The Role of the Media

The media is not a monolith.  It is a heterogeneous, with public and private ownership, different areas of specialization, regional and local imperatives and modus operandi.  Taken as an international community, there are even fewer commonalities.  We witness a concentration of media ownership which may adversely affect the scope and depth of public debate, and the reality of diversity and editorial independence. On the other side of the spectrum, new kinds of highly individualistic, new media environments give rise to grass-roots media democracies. There is also no universal code of ethics that guides media enterprises, media managers and journalists across the globe. There are also different levels of print and broadcast media: reporters; explanatory journalists; advocates or ‘campaigning journalists’; and ‘development journalists’, all operating on differing premises and pursuing differing mandates and objectives.  There is a danger in confusing the roles and goals of each of these types of journalism.  There was general agreement that at a minimum, the role of the media should be to inform, interest, and sensitize its audience to an issue, and at its best, the media provides a platform for equitable discourse and galvanizes the kind of public consensus needed to help bring about change.
One debate in the field of journalism that transcends borders is the question of how to achieve balance and objectivity in reporting. The media has two main responsibilities: one is to be a conduit of diverse views and opinion, the other is to offer a picture of the world which is, to the extent humanly possible, accurate, objective, independent, and fair.  That defining or describing these qualities may often be elusive, problematic and controversial, does not absolve the media from its obligation to pursue them.    If the media does its two main jobs well, it enables communities to develop understanding – and sometimes consensus – in a way that is considered and informed. 
Balance in journalism was a 20th century problem remedied by giving equal space to each side without discrimination on the basis of relative merit.  Some argued that this total reliance on balance is being replaced by advocacy or the single-minded argumentation of one point of view.  This problem is exacerbated by the lack of resources, particularly in developing countries, to pay journalists fair wages; the lack of credible experts to provide journalists with accurate information; inadequate training to help journalists distinguish between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ sources of information; and the lack of judicial protection.  For example, there are non-governmental advocacy groups that masquerade as research institutes.  At their best, however, non-governmental organizations can act as honest information brokers between governments and the media, and governments and the general public.  The key in all instances is to build relationships of trust among the various groups and a healthy respect for each other’s distinctive roles.  

The difficulties of achieving balance and objectivity in journalism are linked to the degree of independence the media actually has.  Media independence is threatened on two fronts.  At one end of the spectrum, media organizations funded entirely by private interests may insist on a particular editorial focus.  At the other end of the spectrum, the media suffers from government funding at a level inadequate to promote accurate and balanced journalism in the public interest.  The danger of censorship can arise if media is entirely government-owned and -controlled.  The right balance seems to fall somewhere in between the two poles: there should be competition between public and private sources of funding for the media, and competition among a multitude of publicly and privately owned and managed media players. Bearing in mind these challenges to the media profession itself, how can complex issues be better explained in the public domain?  Specifically, how can the urgent global problem of climate change policy capture the ‘eyes and ears’/ ‘hearts and minds’ of the general public and gain priority of place over other issues?

There was agreement that the media should not appeal to the lowest common denominator in explaining climate change issues but aim to elevate public consciousness through the use of accurate terminology and concepts.  It was suggested that three strategies are available to the media to effectively communicate the climate change debates and solutions to the public.  First, the media need not be experts in the science of climate change to ask the right questions.  Journalists need only see themselves as the ‘voices of scrutiny and criticism’.  In this role, the same set of rhetorical questions that help a journalist discern between accurate and inaccurate information is available to all.  Second, journalists need to talk to more scientific and policy experts to obtain a wide range of evidence-based information.  Third, journalists need to assess the information they have using their critical thinking skills.  

Beyond these three strategies, there was broad consensus that the transnational problem of climate change must be connected to local concerns.  The translation of complex issues from dollar figures and percentages to simple, concrete terms with which people can identify is necessary.  Speaking in terms of whether a family can purchase a second meal a day (rather than family income) tends to have greater public impact precisely because it strikes a chord with people and affects their daily lives.   There is also a need to develop common understandings and similar levels of acquaintance with environmental issues.  Environmental protection is a moving target depending on where one is situated in the world.  It has encompassed pollution, the preservation of fragile ecosystems, and the protection of endangered species.  Convergence on a set of common environmental priorities is important.  

The tension between progress/development and environmental protection is particularly pronounced in developing countries that continue to struggle with the provision of basic necessities such as electricity to their people.  This is a real obstacle that requires ensuring that the available and newer clean technologies allow for both progress/development and environmental protection.  

The Internet has radically changed the journalism profession. It has at once provided journalists with unprecedented access to information and exacerbated the problem of verifying data sources.  While it was agreed that the internet has made it more difficult to determine the credibility of information sources, particularly in cases where journalists cannot be on the ground to break a story and rely on the eyewitness accounts of others, the importance of fact-checking and training journalists to distinguish between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ sources of information was reiterated.  Enhanced media training is crucial in this respect.  
Finally, the media must often contend with multiple competing demands in telling a story.  It should not exaggerate stories or be too negative but good news is often not what attracts public interest.  There is also the risk of reader fatigue on an over-reported issue area.  The challenge for journalists is to find human stories and tell them in a way that relates to people in their everyday lives. How can the story and imperatives of climate change be sustainably conveyed in a simple, creative and compelling fashion?  How does one write a story about climate change without mentioning ‘climate change’?  
The climate change story needs to be made more accessible to the public in both developed and developing countries.  In developing countries, the international debate on climate change has not ‘spilled over’.  Strategies for overcoming this problem can include explanatory journalism: publishing articles that are not necessarily editorial or opinion pieces but takes positions supported by facts and credible research.  

The positive aspects of climate change must be emphasized: it is not just about personal sacrifice but also about economic opportunity.  A general concern for climate change must be fostered within the media—an honest concern for the planet and an intellectual curiosity that is then transmitted to the general public.  Photojournalism is one possible avenue for conveying the universality of the climate change issue - a picture can be worth a thousand words.  Harnessing the power of the internet medium, through the use of podcasts and audio slide shows, is another dynamic way of presenting the climate change issue that reaches a diverse audience, in particular, the youth demographic.  

The climate change issue and the imperative to break this global deadlock have never been more important.  Wide, inclusive, and internationally representative dialogues among leaders, policymakers, academics, nongovernmental organizations and the media must continue as part of the larger effort to address the weaknesses of global governance institutions in dealing with the most compelling international problems of our time.  

