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Good afternoon, and thanks very much for inviting me to share a few thoughts about the way we in the media handle the issue of climate change, and the way I see things developing in future. 





One of my first assignments when I began covering environmental issues in 1997 was to travel to Japan to report on the UN climate change talks in Kyoto for the newly-established channel BBC News 24.





It was of course an exciting event to cover, with moments of high drama mixed with surreal comedy – I’ll never quite forget the sight of John Prescott in his stockinged feet speaking to Sir David Frost by satellite from a Japanese tea house, explaining how he was saving the planet.





My memory of the final marathon negotiating session is a bit hazy – as the key players were locked in committee rooms through several nights trying to find their way through the morass of jargon which accompanies this process, ordinary mortals like me were struggling to keep awake and desperately trying to remind ourselves that this was a moment of history, with the future of the planet at stake.





Since all we could get from Mr Prescott about the state of the talks was his now famous phrase “I’m still walking and talking” we filled the time by interviewing many of the  hangers-on who attend these conferences and don’t really know much more than any of us about what’s really going on.





But I do recall an interview with a very tall Senator from Massachusetts together with a very tiny lady from Bhutan about the issue of whether developing countries needed to take on commitments to limit their greenhouse gas emissions before the rich world signed up to legally-binding targets.





Unfortunately I was concentrating so hard on how to get both of the interviewees into the same camera shot that I don’t remember too much about the content of their answers, but I do recall the name of the Senator – one John Kerry.





What’s often forgotten about that historic conference is the role the US delegation under the leadership of Al Gore played in shaping the Kyoto agreement which President Bush was to reject so dramatically three and a half years later.





With their customary skill and hardball tactics, the American negotiators forced reluctant EU ministers to write into the deal the range of flexible market mechanisms through which countries would be able to achieve their targets for cutting greenhouse gases – an essential prerequisite for the US whose emissions had soared during the boom years of the 90s, and for whom returning to 1990 levels, let alone cuts beyond that, were simply a non-starter.





It was after all the Americans who’d invented the concept of emissions trading with their highly-effective sulphur dioxide exchange which enabled US industry to tackle the acid rain problem in a cost-effective way. 





Long before President Bush pulled out of Kyoto, the Americans were regularly castigated by some EU ministers as well as green groups for destroying the integrity of the agreement by insisting on maximum use of these mechanisms – or as their critics would have it, buying their way out of their commitments.





But as we look at the bruised state of the Kyoto process six years on, it may be worth pondering where we might have been had the purists of the EU had their way in 1997.





For a start, an agreement which set targets to cut emissions without the ability to “buy in” reductions from elsewhere would have been laughed out of the Senate -- if the Clinton administration had even bothered to submit the treaty for ratification.





But the big irony is surely that without those market tools insisted on by the Americans, there would have been  no EU emissions trading system, no prospect of getting ratification from Japan or Canada, and Kyoto would most probably by now be a long-dead duck.





Now it’s the Europeans who are championing the cause of the market-led approach to greenhouse gas reductions – but I’d suggest that this audience would be taking a very different view of climate change policies if EU negotiators had not been bullied into submission by the Americans.





So the prospect of carbon trading may provide a lifeline for Kyoto, but will it be enough to keep the duck alive?





As we all know that depends on Russia, and the latest signals coming out of Moscow, even since President Putin’s re-election, don’t look good.





Take this report I spotted on the Itar-Tass newswire last week.





Commenting on a new project to monitor air pollution, the head of the Institute of Atmospheric Physics in the Russian Academy of Sciences Nicolai Yalansky said the results might influence the decision on whether to ratify Kyoto.





This was his view on the subject – and I quote: “Global warming is good for the climate of South Russia. It will change easterly winds to westerly, The easterly wind, which currently dominates in South Russia, 


brings manmade and natural pollution, while the westerly wind will 


bring clean air," he stressed.


   "Lengthy monitoring of the atmosphere in South Russia shows 


that global warming will make the climate milder, there will be no 


sharp fluctuations of temperatures and weather," Yelansky said. 


 


Of course the final decision may well be more about EU-Russian politics and trade issues rather than science, but it does suggest  that we shouldn’t hold our breath for an imminent change of heart in Moscow if this is the advice President Putin is getting.





So what has all this got to do with media coverage of climate change?





Well it illustrates I hope how difficult it is to keep up interest in the international process when the glacial progress of global measures to tackle climate change is bound to encourage cynicism.











And how do we relate this sorry tale of environmental politics to the reality of global warming, and convince people that they should worry about it?





Well one thing we haven’t been short of recently is news about the signs of climate change happening, and predictions of its likely impact.





Hardly a month goes by without having all-time weather records to report – last summer’s sweltering heat, the increasing regularity of serious floods, disastrous droughts and wildfires around the world, all help to keep global warming on the bulletins and in the press.





 Not as some theoretical prediction of scientists but something happening in front of people’s eyes.





And the scientific journals give us an equally regular diet of sensational stories – the predictions of mass extinctions of species within decades due to climate change; the growing signs of instability of the land ice in both Arctic and Antarctic; and the increasing plausibility of runaway change or flips with the shutting down of the Gulf Stream or the drying out of the Amazon.





But does this scary scenario make it any easier to interest people in how the electricity coming out of their socket is generated, or indeed  in why they should care about the energy efficiency of their homes and appliances?





It probably should, but you’ve probably noticed that energy stories are not exactly a staple of the news agenda, unless we’re reporting on blackouts or fights about the siting of wind farms.





Well if the link isn’t being made that’s surely a failing of the media you’ll say, and I think you’ll be right. 





But as someone who’s grappled with this for the last six years, I know how difficult it is to report climate change without either making people feel powerless to prevent inevitable disaster, or resort to misleading oversimplifications about the cause and effect of global warming – something which can only add to the cynicism of the public.





If we’re to report the subject honestly, we have to make clear that even if we stopped burning all fossil fuels tomorrow, we’d see no significant change in the pace of atmospheric warming within a generation.





So can we or should we really suggest to our audiences that a gradual shift towards greener technologies – which frankly is all that’s on offer – will make any difference within a timescale which is meaningful in people’s everyday lives?





One of the scariest things I’ve seen recently was a presentation from the Hadley Centre showing that even in the most optimistic scenario for a low-emission future, the sea level would continue to rise for about the next two hundred years.  





So attractive as it is to suggest that US ratification of Kyoto – or buying a Smart car instead of a 4 x 4 -- would save the coral atolls of the Pacific – or indeed much of Essex – it just ain’t so, and we shouldn’t suggest that it is.





But I don’t mean this to be a counsel of despair.  I think many people ARE interested in what kind of world they’re leaving to their grandchildren – you only have to look at the membership of environmental groups, putting political parties to shame – to confirm that.





So it IS up to us in the media to make these connections, difficult as it may be. People want to believe that they can make a difference, and the science suggests that the energy decisions we make now could at least help to stabilise climate change within the lifetime of children growing up today.





Let’s be frank about it. The benefits of Combined Heat and Power – sorry David – or the impact of the New Electricity Trading Arrangements are not going to get the juices flowing for many editors. The FT and occasionally the Today programme being honourable exceptions.





In the current security climate, it’s probably unrealistic to expect these long-term concerns to be uppermost in people’s minds when we’re all wondering  when a dirty bomb is going to be set off in the streets of London. 





But there are signs that this could all  move up the political agenda – look at the recent comments by Sir David King about climate change being a bigger threat than terrorism.





And if that tall senator I interviewed in Kyoto manages to get into the White House we could be in a very different ballgame.





As with all long-running stories, climate change will go in and out of vogue, surfacing on the news the next time there’s a weather-related disaster or a terrifying piece of scientific research. Then it will lie dormant for a while, eclipsed by the latest outbreak of violence or the latest celebrity outburst in the rainforest.





But as we all know, it won’t go away. The challenge for all of us is to convince people that the unexciting decisions being discussed at this conference are central to all our futures.
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