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Carbonundrums The Role of the Medza
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Introduction

~ Media are key contributors—among a num-
ber of others—that shape-climate change sci-
ence and policy discourse as-well as action.

Previous studies have found that-the public
garners much of its knowledge about science

* (and more speciﬁca]ljf climate change) from

the mass média.! For one thmg, citizens typi-
cally do not start their day with a morning cup
of coffee and the latest peer-reviewed journal
article. For another; Ungar has asserted, “sci-
ence is.an encoded form of knowledge that re-
quires translation to be understood.”> Mass
- media fill these roles.

“Mass media” have been broadly defined

as the publishers, editors, journalists, and oth-

ers who constitute the communications in-

~dustry and profession, and who produce, trans-

late, interpret, and disseniinate information,
largely through newspapers, magazines, tele-
vision, radio, and the Internet.. The mass me-

dia serve a vital role in communication pro-

cesses between science, policy, and the public;
thus, representations of climate change shape
many perceptions and considerations for ac-
- tion. These interactions are dynamic and

highly_contested. As discussed in other chap-

ters in this volume, discussions surrounding

climate change mitigation and adaptation cut
to the heart of our. carbon—_based societal struc--
tures-and behaviors. - .

. Fixst, this chapter bneﬂy surveys historical
interactions at this “triple-interface” of climate
change science; policy, and media. Next, it ex-
plores multifaceted external and internal pres-
sures at the friple-interface by touching on the
salient challenges of larguage/translation and
uncertainty. Then the chapter locks at these
interactions by way of “climate contrarian” in-
Huences. The chapter aims to provide another-
insight into climate science and policy pro-
cesses, and to particulacly complement the ac-
companying chapters in this volume that ad-
dress media and climate change.?

A Brief History of the Climate
Change Sc1ence-Pohcy—Medla
Tnple-Interface |

Modern scientific investigations into various

aspects of climate change and the develop-
ment of mass media communications began
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concurrently in the 1700s and 1800s. Com-
mercialization and increased dissernination
in the eatly 1900s carried conflicting impulses
of expanding democratic speech and corpo-
rate capitalist pursuits of profit. As these devel-
opments continued, the power of mass media
became both amplified afid more entrenched
in society.* Concurrently, military interests
developed and used media technologies and
climate science to achieve strategic goals, as a
sort of “military-climate industrial complex.”
Besides the advantages of intra-military bat-
. tlefield communications, propaganda cam-
paigns were launched in order to weaken for-
eign enemies while whipping up domestic
patriotism  (dubbed “the manufacture of
consent”).> ' :

At the same time, funding for particular
military programs. also served to contribute
significantly to the progress of climate science
research, effectively catalyzing many climate
seience inquiries. For example,-in the 1950s
Gilbert Plass used military funding to conduct
research on atmospheric CO; and infrared ra-
diation absorption.® While this helped with
the study of infrared absorption of heat-seek-
ing missiles, it also added to a growing body of
anthropogenic climate science research. Also
in-the 1950s, funding from the U.S. Navy and
the U.S. Atomic Energy Commission sup-
‘ported Hans Seuss and Roger Revelle’s re-
search on radiocarbon dating and isotope de-
cay, to both examine fallout from nuclear
bomb tests and trace the distinct isotopic sig-
nature of anthropogenic carbon emissions
into the atmosphere During this time,
Charles David Keeling began studying the in-
teractions of atmospheric CO; and ter-n_pera-
ture. The initial stages of his research were
 paid for. by funds. from ‘the U.S. Atomic En-
ergy Commission (after 1963, funding was

continued through the U.S. National Science

Foundation).” This research— niow referred to
as the “Keeling Curve” —is considered some
of the most valid and reliable evidence regard-
ing anthropogenic climate change.

The two spheres of climate science and
mass media first came together in coverage of
climate change beginning in the 1930s. In
1932, New York Times staff wrote, “The earth
must be inevitably changing its aspect and its
climate. How the change is sowly taking place
and what the result will be has been consid-
ered.”® Media coverage of human contribu-
tions to climate change appeared more clearly
in the 1950s. For instance, the Saturday
Evening Post published a story entitled “Is the
World Getting Warmer?” that explored links

" between atmospheric {emperature change

and agricultural shifts as well as sea-level rise.”
In 1956, Waldemar Kaempffert wrote in the
New York Times:

Today more carbon dioxide is being gen-
erated by man’s technological processes
than by volcanoes, geysers, and hot
springs. Every century man is increasing
** the carbon dioxide content of the atmo-
. sphere by 30 percent—that is, at the rate
- of 1.1 degrees Celsius in.a century.. It
may be a chance coincidence thatthe av-
erage temperature of the world since
1900 has risen by about this rate. But the
possibility that man had a hand i in the

rise cannot be ignored. 10

In 1957 —the International Geophysical
Year— Robert Cowen wrote an article in the
Christian Science Monitor called “Are Men
Changing the Eaith’s Weather?” He began:

Industrial activity is flooding the air with
carbon dioxide gas. This gas acts like the-
glass in a greenhouse. It is changing the



Farth’s heat balance. It could-bring any- -
thing from an ice age to a tropical epoch.
. - Every time you start a car, lighta fire,
 or tumn on a furnace you'ré joining the
: greatest weather experlment men have
ever launched. You are adding your bitto
‘the tons of carbon dioxide sent con-
. stantly into the air as coal, eil, and wood -
are burned at unprecedented rates.!!

In the subsequent three decades, mass
media coverage regarding climate change re-
mained sparse. There was scant newspaper,
radio, and television news coverage on topics
such as U.S. National Academy of Sciences
reports in the 1960s and 1970s that made re-
peated reference to emergent climate sci-
ence and links to anthropogenic sources.
However, coverage increased again in the
1980s at a time when international and do-
mestic climate policy began to take shape.
These media-science-policy spheres collided
prominently in 1988, when media coverige of

climate change science and policy increased -

substantially. Many factors contributed to this
rise in coverage. Among them was NASA sci-
entist-James Hansen’s testimony to Congress
that summer. Hansen testified that he was “99
percent certain” that warmer temperatures
were eaused by the burning of fossil fuels and
not solely a result of natural variation, and that
“it is time to stop waffling so much and say
‘that the evidence is pretty strong that the
greenhouse effect is here”12 This statement
served to generate substantial media coverage
and became a spectacle that signified solidi-
fied scientific concern for anthropogenic eli-
mate change. Moreover, that 1988 summer
was one marked by extreme drought and high
temperatures throughout North America.

These concomitant events. were thought to-
sensitize many in the climate science and pol-

icy communities, as well-as the media and
public, to the issue of climate change. In the
science and policy spheres; 1988 was also the

“year in which the United Nations Environ-

ment Program and the World Meteorological
Osrganization created the Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). These cli-
mate change science and policy events and
activities were pivotal in shaping media cover-
age from 1988 forward, during the time when
multinational media corporations underwent
further and significant consolidation, through
various mergers and acquisitions.!? Since the
late 1980s, this triple-interface has become an
increasingly politicized arena. Many factors,
such as the emergence of a cohesive group of
“climate contrarians” (discussed Jater in this
chapter), have fueled an atmosphere of con-
tention and conilict up to the present time.

Contemporary Media Coverage
of Climate Change

Mass media have become significantly influ-
ential translators between science, policy, and
citizen communities. W. Lance Bennett has
commented, “Tew things are as much a part of
our lives as the news . . . ithasbecome a sort of
instant historical record of the pace, progress,
problems, and hopes of society.”!* Research
on multifarious factors-involved in the pro-

“cesses of media reporting on climate science

and policy has been pursued through a variety
of methods and approaches (see chapters 40
and 41 in this volume). Overall, these studies
have sought to carefully examine the role of
the media by moving beyond anecdotes and
platitudes to provide explicit, detailed, and
empirical examples of factors shaping these
dynamic and contested spaces.
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Climate change science and policy have
. shaped media reporting and public under-
standing; however, ‘journalism and public
concern have also shaped ongoing climate
science and policy decisions. Focusing on
media, editors and reporters must navigate
through many pressures while reporting the
news, ranging from political economic to so-
cial, cultural, ethical, biophysical, and jour-
nalistic norms and values. These permeate
multiple scales, from the global to the com-
munity to the individual. These challenges
are very difficult to-disentangle, as many of
these pressures are interrelated and “cross
scales, and are nested within others. These
multiscale factors interact, feedback, and re-
embed themselves through' time. For in-
stance, everyday -journalistic practices are
made in the context of larger political eco-
nomic pressures, where journalists con-
. straints on time-to-deadlines and space exist
- within a predominantly corporate-controlled
media environment.!® ‘Research has docu-

mented that deadlines and space consider-

ations constrain journalists, as do editorial
preferences and pressure from publishers.!o
Moreover, economic considerations have led
to ‘decreased mass-media 'budgets for -inves-
tigative journalism and fewer independent
news sources, and quick deadlines can lead to

one-source stories.!” Together, such pressures

can be particularly troubling when-covering a

multifaceted and complex-issue like climate -

change. Furthermore, these multiple pres-
. sures shape the ongoing process-of media pro-
duction as well as framing of news on climate
change for policy and the public. In this mix
of pressures.and influences, two challenges to
‘media coverage of climate. qhange science

and policy gain- salience: issues of language .

and translation; and dealing with uncertainty.

Language and [ranslation .

Scientists have a tendency to speak in cau-
tious language when describing their research
findings and have a propensity to discuss im-
plications of their research in terms of proba-
bilities. For journalists and policy actors, this
is difficult to translate smoothly into the crisp,
unequivocal commentary often valued in
communications and decision making.1®

In combination, these factors feed into on-
going differences in language use in media
coverage. Moreover, in order to compete in
the mass-media “attention cconomy,” many

_ journalists feel pressure to keep stories short
~ and simple.?? Through these factors, media

translations of complex climate science in-
evitably shape perceptions and, in turn, influ-
ence policy considerations.

Uncertainty

Uncertainty is an inherent feature of inquiry
and action. It crops up in places such as busi-
ness, marketing, and insuranee ‘endeavors; it
informs, yet does not prohibit action. All sci-
entific inquiry contains uncertainty by defini-
tion, as it operates past the bounds of certainty
in examinations, critiques, and analyses of the
unknown. At the interface of climate change
science, policy, and media, uncertainty-often
garners a great deal of attention and is a battle-
field for meaning. Inaccurate amplification or
dimir_ruti_dn of uncertainty can cause troﬁbleg
in. communications across this.interface and
obfuscate or confuse many unportant aspects‘
of the subject.!? s :
Climate scientists often. have dlfﬁcu]ty
placing the uncertainty associated with their
research into a familiar cqntext-,‘through an



“trans-
n2]

appropriate analogy; in other: words,
lating érror bars into ordinary language
Unfortunately, admission of various forms of
scientific uncertainiy can be reframed as-sci-
entific: i'n'competence, contention, and con-
fusion in-order to “invalidate -the -overall

public concem for global’ warmirig -as' an’

"environmental-social problem.”%2

: Contemporary Medla o ¥
Courtesans: Cllmate Contrarlans

In ﬁlQQESE of climate change and media in-
fluence, a cohesive opposition group emerged

in the ]at_e 1980s with activities often funded _

by carbon-based -industry interests. These
climate- contrarians—also dubbed “climate
skeptics” or the “carbon club” —gained signif-
icant discursive traction through the media
ancl,;ﬁs a result, have significantly affected pol-
icyand public understanding.”? Research by
McCright and Dunlap focused on this move-
ment and examined how climate contrarians
developed competing discourses that disem-
powered top climate science and reframed cli-
mate change science and policy issues with
greater uncertainty, thus breeding greater
public confusion and doubt. The authors also
examined links between contrarians and con-
servative think tanks, antienvironment move-
ments, and carbon-based industry.?* Climate
contrarians include scientists 5. Fred Singer,
Sallie Baliunas, Robert Balhng, Richard
Lindzen, David Legates, Sherwood Idso,
Frederick Seitz, and Patrick Michaels. This
camp of contrarians —while heterogeneous in
some ways— has spoken out stridently against

dominant views in climate science over time.:
By taking advantage of media outlets, these

dissenting views have been able to signifi-

cantly shape public perception as well as cli- -

mate policy considerations (also see chapter

40 in this volume).?* . -
Organizational-entities often housing li-

* mate contrarians have also staged deliberate

disinformation campaigns through the media..
There have b'eér; many revelations-of such ac-
tivities over the last two decades in relation of
climate - change. : For. instance, in February
2007 The Guardian uncovered an effort by
the American Enterprise Institute (AEI)—an
ExxonMobil-funded. think tank—to under-
mine the recently released IPCC Working
Group I Summary for Policy Makers. Letters -
were sent by AEI to many scientists and econ-
omists offering $10,000 to write articles that
would emphasize uncertainties and weak-
nesses in the IPCC report.26

It is important to point out that the fund-
ing of these individuals and organizations by
carbon-based industry itself is not necessarily.
a problem. As demonstrated above through
the historical links between climate science
and military fiinding, there is a complex his-
tory of funding streams and their actual ef-

- fects. However, ethical concerns arise when

such funding comes with implicit or explicit
demands, and when inductive scientific in-

- quiry is turned on its'head so that the desired

result (such as emiphasizing uncertainties in
the recent IPCC report) drives and structures
the process. Naomi Oreskes has pointed out,
“the issue is that the research is supported by a
sponsor who wants a particular result . . . and
the researchers know in advance what that
outcome is, producing an explicit conflict of
interest, which undermines the integrity of
the research performed.”?’

Previously, Schneider and Kuntz-Duriseti
evaluated ways forward amid the perennial
challenges of uncertainty in climate change
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policy. Focusing on analytical frames and
methodological approaches to climate change

uncertainty (based on assumptions and re-

search decisions), the authors concluded
* that—among a number of considerations—
there is a vital need for “improved communi-
cation of uncertainties” between groups of re-
searchers and policy makers.?® Furthermore,
research by Corbett and Durfee examines is-
sues of controversy and context in climate
change news reporting. Through an experi-
ment design of four treatment groups given
four different articles on the subject of the
Antarctic ice sheet, the authors were able to
control for particular elements of context and
_controversy. They conclude, “The media’s at-
traction to controversy, no matter the source or
topic, is unlikely to wane. It is heartening,
however, that the simple inclusion of sci-
entific context may help mitigate the un-
certainty stirred by scientific controversy.”??
These are justa few among many suggestions
and opportunities fo improve intefactions at
this triple-interface.

Conclusion

The mony_ factors, pressures, and pro_cesses
surveyed above help to explain why climate
change science, and policy have struggled for

fair and accurate attentlon in the media over

time. Through many interlocking factors, the
mass media have contributed to a complex
and dynamic terram of ongoing environmen-
tal, political, : and discursive struggle. Through
time, research at the climate science~policy—
media triple-intetface has demonsi:ated that
understanding the role of the rnedla and im-
proving reporting on climate change science
and policy are critical to promoting better in-
ternational environmental governance on cli-

mate policy, better links between climate
science and policy, and improved public un-
derstanding of climate change science and
policy. William Ruckelshaus—first U.S. Envi-
ronmental Protection -Agency administra-
tor—has said, “If the public isn’t adequately
informed {about climate change], it’s difficult

~ for them to make demands on government,

even when it’s in their own interest”® Re-
search has shown that accurate knowledge of
the causes of global climate change is the
strongest predictor of a person’s stated inten-
tions to act.’!

Overall, the way that climate change is
covered in news media can have far-reaching
consequences in terms of ongoing climate sci-
entific inquiry as well as policy makers” and
the public’s perceptions of climate change.
These factors all contribute to the perceived .
range of possibilities for action. Through me-
dia representational practices, people’s behav-
jors can range from being galvanized into
action to being resigned to passivity, and
our collective future: rests on these critical
choices.
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