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Abstract

This paper looks at sustainability issues arising in the debate stimulated by climate change.  The specific focus is the information needed for decision-making.  It is notes there are decisions both at the individual and at the community level – this paper is about supporting the latter.

The public is informed about issues, options, proposals and developments in various ways.  There are journalism issues.  The requirement of breadth of expertise is noted and questions are asked about the nature of this expertise.  

The so-called tame problems offer some possibility of description and discussion, and we can do this with various levels of competence.  However, sustainability is inherently a wicked problem, and both providing and receiving information are skills that need to be developed.  The paper presents the task but it does not see a clumsy solution possible at the moment.   
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1. Introduction

Sustainability is a perennial interest.  We think about how our lives will change in response to developments in the environment and in ourselves.  We look to understand limitations on the way we live, to identify options able to smooth ripples seen as possible, and think how to cope with what could happen even though we may regard it as unlikely. 

In a world of change, predictability is important.  Stasis or total predictability is not the goal.  Tolerable change is sought but it must be within bounds that are technically possible and personally desirable.  The decision-making is a little like optimisation subject to boundary constraints.  But of course the constraints are not hard and the boundaries are not fully known.  

Our future world will involve continuing change in what we do and how we do it.  There will be new techniques, processes, resources.  Technical development is needed to handle these changes.  

Development is also a human need. [Collins, 2011]   Recognising and meeting challenges is necessary.  We need new challenges too.  There will not be a stasis in personal development.  The changes present both opportunities and challenges.  It is important to be more than reactive.  As Mike Hulme puts it: ask not what we can do about change;  ask what change can allow us to do.    

Climate change and sustainability are linked but sustainability encompasses more.  The term has many dimensions.  The Brundtland definition of 1987, [WCED, 1987], gives one frame but there are others.  The particulars of change bring up concerns about the future of industries, employment, the viability of regions.  How should these issues be addressed;  for example, how important is self-sufficiency of the individual community as distinct from sufficiency in general?  

A simple view sees this in two parts – what we can do on our own, and what needs to be done at a community level.  The former includes the home solar hot water service, photovoltaics on our roofs, waste disposal, consciousness of water use, limited use of plastic bags, growing our own vegetables, a focus on wellness as distinct from illness.   These bear on personal initiatives and personal behavioural change.  They are topics for another time.    

The concern of this paper is with community-level decisions – provision of electric power, heating and cooling, pricing of water, excise on fuel, aspects of town planning, support for particular industries and the like.  

Decisions for / by the community involves informing the community and recognising who will ultimately make the decision.  The relativity of the government and the community is important.  What about this relativity ?

Writing on climate matters in 2006 Rayner referred to different perceptions of this relativity in different countries.  He compared Europe and the United States.  

In Europe climate is regarded as a significant problem and it is seen as the job of government to fix it.  The precautionary principle suggests 

‘it is more important to avoid disaster ... than to find an economically efficient solution’.  

There is also a conviction that 

‘climate ought to be dealt with by behavioural change rather than by technological fixes’.  

In the United States there was no automatic expectation that the Federal Government would take the lead.  

‘[I]nstead of the precautionary principle there is a prevalence of the proportional principle – the notion that the benefits and costs of regulatory intervention need to balance.  ... [One figures out] the marginal cost of damage, the marginal cost of abatement and where the two cost curves intersect, that is the economically efficient point to intervene with policy.’   [Rayner, 2006]
  

Rayner commented on the different emphasis on technology and technological fixes in the two regions.

Responsibility, precautionary/proportional principle and technology determine the approach – they show how the public needs to be involved and informed.

Explaining options and decisions, and involving the public is challenging and important.  Typically the complexity is handled by focussing on parts of a situation.  Interviews for the press and media, panel sessions, town-hall meetings, addresses by visitors who come to advise government and conference participants are among the mechanisms used.  Section 2 – Debates et al – reflects on these.

Considering interdependencies makes things more difficult.  The ideas are both technically complex and involve political notions like cross-subsidy, industry restructuring, taxation.  These are the business of Section 3.

Sections 2 and 3 look at approaches that are amenable to classical decision making.  Their focus is on tame problems.  Section 4 is about inter-relatedness where problems are wicked and solutions are clumsy.  

2.
Debates and Briefings.

When we go to a sustainability or climate event we have some idea about what will be presented, how we will react personally and, if we think about it, what the organisers are trying to achieve.  We come with assumptions about the goals of the participants and sponsors of the meeting or debate.   We anticipate reinforcement of our expectations;  it is likely we will not look to see if the outcomes are more involved than this.

Information is data in context – contexts are important.  The players are many and the contexts are several since each player has his own set of issues that form his view.  [Hiller, 2010, 2008]   When musing on what each player aims to achieve, it helps to reflect on what else there may be besides the (obvious) position that is on show.  But we can only perceive in terms of contexts that we know are possible.  It is hard to see beyond the contexts the players admit to, but it is important to try.   

[Rayner 2006] gives a British political illustration of multiple contexts:

In the 1980s when climate first really emerged as an international policy issue, Margaret Thatcher was the pre-eminent leader in Europe.  She had been trained as a scientist and it was consistent for her to take a strong scientific position.  But her agenda was broader.  She had been a member of a government that had been brought down by the miners’ union and she was determined there would be no repetition with her government.   This was at the time that large deposits of North Sea gas became available.  She was able to argue from a climate point of view that changing from coal to gas for power generation was desirable.  This allowed the privatisation of the coal mining industry, and the miners’ union was weakened.

The environment was the issue that was paraded but there was an arguably more important consideration.

A recent (though not a ‘climate’) example of multiple agendas is the way Weapons of Mass Destruction  served to justify invasion of IRAQ.  This  agenda was acceptable to advocate publicly.  Had the action been successful, other non-public agendas would be accomplished.  [Wolfowitz, 2003]

As members of a community we each have our own goals and ways of looking at things.  When we are in the audience of a town-hall meeting
, how do we look at what occurs ?  Is it entertainment – regrettably common [Tanner 2011];  alternatively, is it to learn something to be followed up in the future;  is the focus on assessing a political position ?  There can be many agendas but it is the role of the public in decision-making, directly and through advocacy, that provides the canvas where reactions are displayed.      

The nature of debate :  

Some focus is provided by introductory remarks.  A tie to local issues and developments argues the importance of the event at this time in this location.  The organisers provide what they see as appropriate;  it is tailored to their goals.    

Viewpoint also comes into the introduction of speakers and panellists.  Typically there is reference to formal qualifications and the person’s principal day-job usually gets a mention.  The aim is to show their observations are credible and to indicate the knowledge base from whence these come.  Generally these introductions are brief and their view is limited.  

As an example consider an introduction that mentions a member of a panel discussing compensation holds a chair in taxation studies.  Clearly, a relevant background.  However, if the topic applies to an environmental situation and that member is also on the board of several mining companies the audience should know this.  Multiple agendas again ! 

[Naomi Oreskes, 2010] talks about qualifications.  This work remarks that credibility can depend on previous activities, sponsorship of projects, the source of project funds, the results of peer review, who the ‘peers’ are, comments in the professional literature et al. 

Oreskes shows bias coming from the sponsorship or research.  She illustrates how doubt on what may be a small issue can be used to undermine major findings.  The instances she raises are alarming and this prompts reflection on the practice generally.  But this should not be taken too far.  

Essentially, introductions, Oreskes’ factors, all speak to panellist credibility.  What about that expertise and an aspect of that credibility ?

Balance and bias are important in debates and panel sessions.  This was the topic for the 2010 George Munster Forum and some quotes from the transcript are worthy of reflection.  [ACIJ, 2010]

The opening words challenged a panel of journalists by asking: 

Has the scientific consensus about the increasing scale and pace of climate change rendered traditional journalistic concepts of fairness and balance obsolete?

and suggested:  

Telling both sides of a story is a basic rule of journalism that should not apply to climate change.  (emphasis added)

The discussion dwelt on the difference between fact and opinion.  News organisations strive to make this distinction.  It was commented:

There is a lot of opinion given [at climate events] and this clouds the message and the observational data that has been cleared by the peer-reviewed scientists.  As a journalist you have to stick to a process ... based on material from authoritative sources ... .  A journalist may go to an accredited scientist and ask for evidence.  She may also go to a contrarian and ask for his take on what has been said.  These two views are not on the same level.  To weigh them the audience needs to be aware of the knowledge status of the panellists.

It was further argued:

People should not be given a platform because of the position they hold;  it should be because of the validity of their ideas.  A media event that accords equal representation to those with and without peer review accreditation can distort.  

These observations came from journalists, science writers in fact.  They show a certain purity in their view of science.  

However, not all public meetings are professional gatherings;  journalism is not the same thing as scientific reporting.  The public may need an idea to be floated, a story to be told.  Newspapers have to be readable and tv has to be watchable:  stories related in a ‘worthy way’ can be incredibly boring.  Editors and meeting organisers guard against this.   Hopefully they distinguish fact and opinion (sometimes a vain hope) and point out where there is more to an issue.

An example given at the Forum [ACIJ, 2010] referred to a visit to the Leader of the Opposition in the Australian Parliament by a British peer.  This person is a contrarian without ‘scientific qualifications’.  

During a 3-week visit he had more than 40 exposures on radio and television.  He presented well and spoke clearly about the science.  

UK journalists commented that he is never interviewed by the BBC or put on their panels.  ’Twas argued his opinion can muddy understanding the facts provided by others.  

It was argued that 

In panel events viewers have a presumption that panel members speak from  expertise unless the introductions delineate their areas.     

It was a situation like this ‘peer’ example that was behind the two quotes on distortion resulting from giving equality to those with and without peer-reviewed expertise, and on suggesting it is obsolete to follow the basic rule of telling both sides of a story. The approach leads to a certain choice of representatives for a discussion, it amounts to a form of censorship.

I have trouble with this.  

A question on the Munster example:  Should the visitor have been interviewed in 2010?  Some say No because he did not have credibility (in a simple usage of the term).  This is too simple.  He may not have had scientific credibility but he did have some political credibility and he is influential in the UK political scene.    Further, he met with the Opposition Leader, and people wanted to know what the Leader was hearing.
  He was newsworthy.  

A digression on fairness :  For panels and debates fairness dictates equal time is given to each participant.  But this can lead to bias if there are some members whose observations are more opinion than fact.  Also bias can result from giving equal emphasis to a consideration that is peripheral to the main topic.  That is, fairness and bias may go together – emphasis on ‘may’.  Things are not simple.  Moderators and chairpersons have a challenge in observing the common courtesies while watching out for and minimising bias due to ‘fairness’.   A non-trivial task.

But what is expertise?  At some scientific events political and economic viewpoints do not have a place, but at broader discussions they provide valuable insights.  Both facts and opinions have roles, particularly when discussion gets to implementation.  The key is relevance, making roles clear and providing experiential support for the position taken.

Climate change and sustainability are areas where classic disciplines interact.  Climatologists, geologists, engineers, economists, town planners and many others can all contribute to the discussion.  The interaction is difficult for the mix of disciplines moves beyond individual ‘classic’ expertise.  The sustainability area blurs normal boundaries as it seeks cross-disciplinarity as the relevant discipline.   Typically individuals need to mix fact and opinion.  

It sounds good to aim at weighing facts and opinions differently, but is this realistic?  (A side thought:  What is the difference between a fact and an opinion?  Complex!)  Audiences need help from uncommitted observers.  Who are these observers, what is their skill set?  Are they journalists ? 

3.
Technical Problems and Their Impact


Dealing with climate change presents long-term challenges.  People seldom spend much time thinking about these – after all, the present value of future costs and changes is subject to heavy discounting and there is always time to fix things.  (Not true, but it may seem that way.)  Asking people what is important for the future generates many responses but one view that is strongly endorsed is a world that is hospitable to the requirements of their grandchildren.   

The future may not generate much argumentative heat but changes in the short term are not seen so benignly.  

As an illustration let us focus on resources policy.

It is argued that three components to include are :

1. Reduce subsidies and tax concessions that artificially reduce the 

price of resources.

2. Charge full costs for the resources used and pollutants produced.

3. Develop complementary policies
 to change behaviour that is less responsive to price changes.  

   [Denniss, 2011]


Items 1 and 2 generate funds that government can use to support item 3.  Developing policies that are complimentary rather than contradictory is one challenge.   Retaining some incentive to reduce resource consumption argues against full compensation.  Explaining the mechanisms is a different challenge. 

Consider the simple proposition to make changes in provision of resources like water and power cost-neutral for changes due to pollution reduction et al.  The revenue from polluters can offset charge increases that would otherwise be incurred by households.  Arguably this encourages polluters to use more efficient methods, ie. to reduce pollution, and, with careful pricing policy, encourages households to use more resource efficient appliances and practices.

Such a policy has electoral advantages in the early stages of a change.  Encouraging change in household practices gets many involved and ‘owning’ moves to sustainability.  It goes some way to answering fear campaigns that argue change is unnecessary and will disadvantage all.  

Cost neutrality sounds good and it can allow resource charges to rise provided it is obvious there are equal offsetting concessions or equivalent.  

Actually the mechanisms here are complex :  dollar neutrality is not the same thing as value neutrality.  Reducing value provides an incentive to lower costs through changing practices and appliances.  Short-term support can be needed.  

Subsidy mechanisms are tricky since it has to be clear there is offsetting and at the same time poorer sections of a community should not be selectively disadvantaged. [Mullins, 2011]  It is easy to appreciate the basic idea but understanding the mechanisms requires some background in economics and behaviour theory. [eg. Denniss 2011 and Gittens 2011, 17th February] 

Of a different nature are pleas from industry for similar protection from pain.  For example in Australia the steel industry was leading the way by arguing that the climate change proposals would cause steel production in Australia to cease because local industry could not compete with overseas competitors who were not being charged for their pollution.  Jobs would go off-shore, and all steel would be imported: 

For companies that compete internationally, either against imports or export, the [tax] should be held off until our competitors face a comparable charge.  [O’Malley, 2011]

This argued for a lowest common denominator;  it looked to maintaining the present.

However, that possibility does not just depend on matters climate.  Markets and terms of trade alter as the strengths of developing countries change.  [Gittens, 2011, 21st May]  

Arguments about individual industries in particular locations need to be thought through in the broad rather than the sectional.  For example, how do you handle a large power station that uses brown coal?  Do you buy it out and close it down, or do you subsidise a change to gas (this effectively defers (part of) the issue for a couple of decades) ?  If that power station supports most of the employment in a remote location, the issues become centred on employment, skills retention et al.

Unsurprisingly there are simple answers and these have been proffered by government [eg Combet 2011].   Also unsurprisingly these aren’t received too sympathetically.  Worries about the loss of jobs is one remote location quickly become a ‘contagion’.

In Australia the financial journalists in the broadsheets have taken up the cause and those who read the economics pages will find explanations and broadly based discussion.  [Denniss 2010,  Irvine 2011,  Taylor 2011]    However, how large is this readership and what knowledge is needed to understand the arguments?  This is a significant information distribution issue.

The difficulties mentioned illustrate those applying to technical issues.  There are serious players here with large bankrolls for advertising campaigns if they see compensation as ‘inadequate’.  Where it is being argued that jobs or industries are at risk, the need to get the pubic knowledgeable and onside is most important.  Making issues understandable is a first step.  

4.
Wicked Problems,  Clumsy Solutions

The above has referred to different viewpoints of the particular specialists :

The climate scientist working to better describe the uncertainty ,

The economist looking at pricing policies,

The social justice workers seeking to protect the vulnerable,

The carbon entrepreneurs and water entrepreneurs seeking to harness and structure the markets.

These are sub-task aspects of a wicked problem.

Such problems were first identified by Horst Rittel in the late 1960s.  He was concerned with significantly new problems – the erasure of complete neighbourhoods in the name of urban development, the siting of freeways and transportation systems.  He contrasted these with the more straightforward tasks of conventional development and decision making.  Contemporary environmental problems are like Rittel’s challenges. They incorporate social issues;  they are no longer just scientific problems.

The Wiki entry notes wicked problems have :

incomplete, contradictory, and changing requirements that are often difficult to recognize.  Moreover, because of complex interdependencies, the effort to solve one aspect of a wicked problem may reveal or create other problems. 

The Australian Public Service observes that tackling wicked problems is an evolving art.  The thinking required has to grasp the big picture.  Occasional failures or need for policy change or adjustment are to be expected.  [APS, 2007]   These failures may not be a fault of elected government but it will bear the opprobrium.  

Social planning cannot be successfully treated with traditional linear analytical approaches in the manner of the tame problem.  Tame problems can be technically complex but the problem can be tightly defined.  The wicked problem is seen differently by its many stakeholders.   Each version bears an element of truth, but no one version is complete or verifiably right or wrong. [APS 2007,  Hulme 2009,  Rayner 2006]

Wicked problems have to be coped with;  they have no clear solutions.  What may pass for solutions are not verifiably right or wrong.  Different groups ‘know’ what the answers are – the difficulty is that their answers are irreconcilable.  We are looking for something that works, we are not after optimality.  [Rayner, 2006]

Starting from this quick sketch let us think about the communications task.  

The raft of issues associated with climate change is extensive.  Lives will be affected in many ways.  Even if there is the attitude of ‘letting government get on with it’, there has to be confidence that the changes have some structured basis.  Accepting explanations that extend the norm of personal experience slightly can work.  For example, exponential change works for those familiar with linear change when the exponent is small.  However, if the exponent is large or if the interval is long, the exponential projection may be rejected as impossible.   Where this is part of a larger body of work, the organisation producing that report may lose support.  This is an example of the effect of a small doubt as per the work of Oreskes.  An instance of the effect of such a departure from the norm is in [News Radio, 2011]

The whole idea of wickedness is beyond the conscious experience of most of us, scientists included.  We think of discrete problems where convergence to a solution can be monitored and reported.  Having a situation where there is no accepted answer, and thus no way of seeing any convergence, requires a lot of faith in the body carrying out the work.  It will challenge a commentariat that feels an obligation to comment on progress.  Will this group be seen as being too easy on a government if it readily accepts an inability to judge – probably !   This helps no one.

5.
Conclusion

Rayner mentions the hammer problem.  He notes rational choice theory has been successful in solving straightforward, tame, problems.  This may lead to expectation for its appropriateness to wicked problems.  Providing information includes changing ideas about what providing information means !  

Much development work is under way.  It needs gatekeepers to identify what is relevant and to write understandable accounts for the public.  Journalists at some of the broadsheets are doing this.  The New York Times, Washington Post, Sydney Morning Herald, and Foreign Policy are providing valuable service but they need help.  The review and discussion in blogs is valuable;  but whence does it come ?  The concentration of media ownership has not been discussed here but it is the elephant in the room.  

A final point on the scope of sustainability discussion.  

Journal articles and text books often refer to society;  on rare occasions there is mention of a society.  There is a difference.

Looking at effective supply of a resource may show there is merit in it coming from a source different from the present.  The local vs imported source arguments apply.  The distinction between fair miles from food miles relates.  [See for example Chi, 2009]

This may be a ‘bridge too far’.  Optimisation and effectiveness stop at the border ! 
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	� 	Revised Version of the paper presented at the Symposium on Sustainable Development and Global Community,  IIAS,  Baden-Baden,  August 2011.
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	2.	The comments here mention town-hall meetings but the points apply more generally.  
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	3.	In 2011 there was another visit by this peer – this time to address public meetings and industry groups.  The announcement of one address at a university, prompted a petition from senior climate scientists  asking that the meeting not proceed.  The university did not cancel.  The Australian Chief Scientist commented that the visitor should be allowed to speak, but his credibility should be noted if he spoke on the science of climate science.
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	4.	Complementary policies can accompany billing of full costs.  As an example, landlords will not benefit from reduction in electricity costs arising from installing ceiling insulation, though they will bear the charges for such improvements.  This makes it unlikely that efficiency of power use in rental properties will improve unless the insulation cost is subsidised.  








