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Speaking Truth to Power

The IPCC 4th Assessment Summary Reports and the
Climate News the Public Needs To Hear

Photo: Catherine Weiskel

As far back in time as the Book of Daniel in
ancient Hebrew texts it has been recognized that it
is the enduring and inescapable obligation of the
intellectual to speak truth to power. Yet, as many of
the world’s most venerable texts have revealed over
the ages this onerous task has not been easy to
achieve. The reason for this is simple. Those in
power often do not like to hear the truth about the
world they dominate—particularly when the news is
not pleasant and they are somehow thought to be
responsible for that sorry state of affairs.
Surrounding themselves with sycophants and
soothsayers those in power have found—ever since
Biblical times—numerous and ingenious means to
discredit the visionaries of their age and distance
themselves from the messages those prophets
struggled mightily to deliver to the world.

It may be thought: “…well, that was then, but this is now.” Things are much different now in
the Internet age, so the argument goes. A well-equipped and ubiquitous commercial press is more
than ready to pounce on any fragment of information and ply it for profit to a news hungry public. We need not worry about the message or the messenger any longer. With print, radio, broadcast TV, cable and Internet media available on every hand, 24/7, the truth will out—whether those
in power like it or not.

TIMOTHY C. WEISKEL, DPhil graduated magnum cum laude from Yale University. He trained as a social
anthropologist and an historian as a Rhodes Scholar in Oxford, England and the Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes in
Paris. Following field work in West Africa he received his D.Phil. from Oxford University and returned to the United
States to teach anthropology and history at Williams College, Yale University and Harvard Divinity School. His research
concentrates upon belief systems within cultures and how core cultural beliefs either change or serve to resist change
over time. In particular, he has examined how shared belief systems serve to impede or enable different cultures to perceive the changing environmental conditions they must now confront. He currently teaches courses on global climate
change, environmental ethics and environmental justice at Harvard University’s Extension School where he focuses
upon the ideological and conceptual barriers to transforming industrial culture to a post-carbon fueled world.
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Perhaps this is so when it comes to sex scandals and celebrity news. But this is not true concerning less trivial issues—matters that will affect the future of all our lives.
We need to ask ourselves:
what happens to truth when
leadership does not want to hear
the message and their followers
do not want to “buy it?” Commercial media outlets have undoubted strengths, but their
blind spots are notorious as well.
What about endemic problems,
chronic crises, and systemic dilemmas for which there are no
market-based solutions? If you are
trying to “sell” the news, rather
than tell it, perhaps it is better
not to mention these embarrassing issues because no one will
“buy”them.
This is the dilemma we now
face as a culture. In a consumer
society we have become co-conspirators in our own ignorance.
We would rather not hear what
our leaders would rather not tell
us. The result is that public political discourse has become a kind
of fantasy world of double meanDANIEL INTERPRETING THE WRITING ON THE WALL.
ings, euphemisms and shadowEngraving Paul Gustave Dore,
boxing. Truth has given way to
spin, and political operatives of all stripes have become mired in the politics of distraction, engaging in a sustained effort to keep the public from knowing what is being done in its name and with
its tax dollars.1
Yet if we are to survive as a democracy—and perhaps, indeed, as a civilization—we must now
muster the strength to overcome the politics of distraction and start listening in depth to what the
scientists—the prophets of our age—have been striving so doggedly to communicate to us.
For their part, Earth scientists realized more than twenty years ago that if they were going to
be able to communicate effectively to political leaders around the world about global problems
they would have to construct new kinds of institutions to convey the message. No one nationstate on its own could hope to acquire and continuously monitor all the necessary information on
the globe’s changing ecosystems. The task was simply too large. In part, for that reason, no single
nation could expect to speak authoritatively on the state of the world. Moreover, even if one
weiskel
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nation were to launch unprecedented global
monitoring facilities, the problem of credibility
would remain. Which political leaders of whatever state in the world would ever agree to
accept the findings of scientists working in the
confines and with the sole funding of another
state?
It rapidly became apparent to scientists
that in order to have the results of their global
research reliably delivered to the full range of
global political leaders the scientists themselves would have to create and develop new
kinds of institutions to make this possible.
With this goal in mind, in 1988 the World Meteorological Organization (WMO) and the
United Nations Environment Programme
(UNEP) agreed to form the Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). It has been
the role of the IPCC ever since to convene committees of scientists to consider the scientific
literature in peer-reviewed publications relating to climate and from time to time to publish
periodic “Assessment Reports” of what the
published scientific literature reveals.
The tasks of the IPCC have been divided
into three separate Working Groups, each of
which is expected to draw up an Assessment
report approximately once every five years
relating to the specific realms of published
research they have reviewed.

■

Working Group I has addressed itself to
the physical evidence of climate change
and the driving forces of Earth’s climate
system.

■

Working Group II has focused upon the
impacts, adaptation and potential vulnerabilities of human communities to observed and expected climate change.

■

Working Group III has focused upon
how the human community might best
act to mitigate the impact of climate
changes.

Descriptions of the respective tasks of
the IPCC Working Groups and technical task
forces were developed initially in 1989 and
amended in 1993, and the procedures governing their operation are available for all
interested parties to inspect and consider.
It is important to understand that the IPCC
does not itself conduct research. Nor does it
monitor the global climate. Rather, the IPCC
plays the more limited role of reviewing and
evaluating the vast range of research published
in peer-reviewed scientific journals. On the
basis of reviewing this literature it renders periodic assessment reports and technical papers
based on what it deems to be the most significant trends revealed in the published literature related to the realms of the respective
Working Groups.

… What happens to truth when leadership does not want to hear the message and their followers do not want to “buy it?” This is the dilemma we now face as a culture. In a consumer society we have become co-conspirators in our own ignorance. We would rather not hear what our
leaders would rather not tell us.
Yet if we are to survive as a democracy—and perhaps, indeed, as a civilization—we must
now muster the strength to overcome the politics of distraction and start listening in depth to what
the scientists—the prophets of our age—have been striving so doggedly to communicate to us.
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Thus, since 1988 the IPCC has published periodic “Assessment Reports” accompanied by specific “Summaries for Policymakers” from each of its three Working Groups.2 The first assessment
report was completed in 1990, while the second was published in 1995. The Reports provided
crucial information for the negotiations which led to the adoption of the 1997 Kyoto Protocol to
the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). The series of volumes constituting the Third Assessment Report and the Technical and Special Reports that supported it appeared in early 2001, the year that George W. Bush took office as President.
The Third Assessment Report (TAR) was widely diffused in both printed and online electronic formats. With the evolution of the Internet as a rapidly growing means of effective mass communication by 2001, the full set of
reports associated with the TAR
TABLE 1
was made available in both HTML
The IPCC 4th Assessment Reports—Summaries for
and PDF formats. The Synthesis
Policymakers
Report itself was made available in
English, French, Spanish, Arabic,
■ Climate Change 2007: The Physical Science Basis: Summary for
Policymakers [Contribution of Working Group I] to the Fourth
Chinese, and Russian, providing
Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
one of the largest repositories of
(This Summary for Policymakers was formally approved at the 10th
scientific information released in
Session of Working Group I of the IPCC, Paris, February 2007.)],
(Geneva, Switzerland, IPCC, 2 February 2007).
history.3
■ Climate Change Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability: SumBut the compilation of scientifmary for Policymakers: Working Group II Contribution to the
ic information did not stop there.
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change Fourth AssessSince The Third Assessment Rement Report Climate Change 2007 [ IPCC WGII Fourth Assessment Report ], (Geneva, Switzerland, Brussles, Belgium, 6 April 2006).
port of 2001, the IPCC has continued its steady work of reviewing
■ IPCC Fourth Assessment Report, Working Group III —
Summary for Policymakers, (Bangkok, Thailand, 4 May 2007), and
the scientific literature and compiling its next Assessment Report
■ Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change Fourth
Assessment Report—Climate Change 2007: Synthesis Report—
with its accompanying Summaries
Summary for Policymakers. UNFCCC. (17 November 2007)
for Policymakers for each of its
three Working Groups. By the
beginning of 2007 the collaboration had involved more than 2,500 scientific expert reviewers,
more than 800 contributing authors, and more than 450 lead authors from over 130 countries who
had worked over a six-year period to compile the 2007 assessment report—the 4th in the ongoing series titled “Climate Change 2007” and referred to as 4AR.4
For the 4AR, the Summary for Policymakers for Working Group I was the first to appear on 2
February 2007. Working Group I had been tasked to investigate and summarize the scientific basis
for judgments about climate change and to assess the significance of the human contribution to
the observed changes. The Working Group II Summary for Policymakers appeared on 6 April 2007,
and it focused upon the vulnerability of the human community to present and foreseen changes
in climate. The Summary for Policymakers from Working Group III was released less than a month
later on 4 May, and it looked at possible steps that might be taken to mitigate the impact of climate change throughout the world. A final synthesis report, summarizing the entire set of findings, was released by the Chairman of the IPCC at a meeting in Valencia, Spain in the week of 1217 November 2007 during the 27th Session of the meeting of the IPCC.5
weiskel
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The results were stark and impressive. Within a year, the world’s scientists had delivered a
series of succinct and compelling reports that amounted to the largest single peer-reviewed collaboration in human history, an effort devoted to the collective crisis facing all of humankind. In
addition to these IPCC reports focused on climate, two further major U.N. synthesis reports—
from the two U. N. agencies responsible for
environment and development—were pubTABLE 2
lished during the same period. On 25 OctoIPCC REPORT DEFINITIONS
ber 2007, the United Nations Environment
Probability of occurrence:
Program (UNEP), issued its report titled
virtually certain
more than 99%
“GEO 4”, and on 27 November 2007, the
extremely likely
more than 95%
United Nations Development Program (UNDP)
very likely
more than 90%
published “Human Development Report—
likely
more than 60%
2007/2008—Climate change and human demore likely than not
more than 50%
velopment.”6
unlikely
less than 33%
very unlikely
less than 10%
The cumulative information conveyed in
extremely unlikely
less than 5%
the three Working Group Summaries of the
Source: IPCC
IPCC, its final synthesis report, and these
two further U.N. agency reports is very
impressive indeed. In fact, it is quite sobering for the entire global community. The BBC summarized the key findings of the 2 February Group I Summary Report in these terms:7
■
■
■
■
■
■
■

It is very likely that human activities are causing global warming.
Probable temperature rise by the end of the century will be between 1.8C and
4C (3.2-7.2F).
Possible temperature rise by the end of the century ranges between 1.1C and
6.4C (2-11.5F) .
Sea levels are likely to rise by 28-43cm.
Arctic summer sea ice is likely to disappear in second half of century.
It is very likely that parts of the world will see an increase in the number of heatwaves.
Climate change is likely to lead to increased intensity of tropical storms.

TIM WEISKEL teaches “Environmental Ethics and Land Management” through the Harvard
Extension School. This course explores the cultural and historical evolution of environmental values
and invites students to focus upon what will be needed to develop the kind of environmental ethics
required for humans to survive in our complex ecosystem. Beyond this Dr. Weiskel co-teaches two
further courses: “Introduction to Environmental Justice” with James Hoyte and “Global Climate
Change” with William Moomaw. All three courses are offered with a distance learning option. In
addition, Dr. Weiskel contributes to the Climate Consortium—a citizen/scientist forum for the
exchange of timely news and public policy discussion on global climate issues.
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The BBC report on the Working Group II Summary Report was no less striking. Under a headline that read “Billions face climate change risk”, the world’s largest English-language news organization presented a story that summarized the Working Group II report and quoted the Chairman
of the IPCC, Rajendra
Pachauri, as saying: “It’s
the poorest of the poor in
the world, and this includes poor people even
in prosperous societies,
who are going to be the
worst hit.”
The BBC report went
on to quote Martin Parry,
the Co-Chair of Working
Group II, saying: “For the
first time, we are no
longer arm-waving with
models; this is empirical
data, we can actually measure it,” thereby dispelling the skepticism of those who seemed to think that IPCC assessments were extrapolated from
climate models rather than from the accumulated instrumental record.
According to the BBC report other key findings of the Group II Summary Report, focusing upon
the impact of climate changes, included that in the future the world community can expect that:8
■
■

■
■

■

75-250 million people across Africa could face water shortages by 2020.
Crop yields could increase by 20% in East and Southeast Asia, but decrease by
up to 30% in Central and South Asia
Agriculture fed by rainfall could drop by 50% in some African countries by 2020.
20-30% of all plant and animal species at increased risk of extinction if temperatures rise between 1.5-2.5C.
Glaciers and snow cover expected to decline, reducing water availability in countries supplied by melt water.

… the IPCC does not itself conduct research. Nor does it monitor the global climate. Rather,
the IPCC plays the more limited role of reviewing and evaluating the vast range of research published in peer-reviewed scientific journals. On the basis of reviewing this literature it renders periodic assessment reports. …
[Collectively the 2007 IPCC Assessment] results were stark and impressive. Within a year,
the world’s scientists had delivered a series of succinct and compelling reports that amounted to
the largest single peer-reviewed collaboration in human history, an effort devoted to the collective
crisis facing all of humankind.
weiskel
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The release of the Summary Reports for Policymakers of Working Groups I and II did not generally have a dramatic impact on the public mind in America. In fact, these reports passed without much detailed discussion in the
American press. There were notable
exceptions, however, to the generalized stupor of the corporate press. For
example, under the leadership of news
anchor, Charles Gibson and drawing
upon the incisive reporting of Bill
Blakemore, ABC Evening News presented several stories in February,
April and May 2007 on these key IPCC
Summary Reports.
Beyond Bill Blakemore’s reporting,
however, the American press seemed
much more preoccupied with celebrity
news and the state of Paris Hilton’s delABC’s Bill Blakemore
icate psyche than it was with the escalating transformation of the world’s
ecosystems or the future of human civilization. The IPCC Summary Reports have not received sustained or serious discussion in America’s mainstream media.
It may have been for this reason that when Working Group III released its Summary Report for
Policymakers on 4 May in Bangkok, Thailand it sought to reach out directly to the public around
the world, to what might best be called the “global citizenry.” It is as if the IPCC no longer wanted to be filtered through the news media of any one country or the corporate media conglomerates that dominate “broadcast” airwaves. For the first time on a worldwide scale the IPCC scientists provided a full-length webcast of the “Press Launch” of the Working Group III Summary
Report for Policymakers. The webcast lasts over an hour and five minutes and it was still available
as a streaming video on their website several months after the event.9
It is important to underscore the significance of this innovative use of Internet technology,
especially if it is sustained by the IPCC in the future. With this gesture the scientists of the IPCC
are no longer waiting to have the commercial media “get the message” or for political leaders to
spin their reports. Instead they are seeking to speak directly to a newly emerging global citizenry
that is beginning to coalesce in numerous countries around the world to bring public pressure to
bear on all governments to arrive at much needed global solutions to the challenges of climate
change.
In 1988 when it was created the IPCC represented a remarkable institutional innovation on
the part of the World Meteorological Organization (WMO) and the United Nations Environment
38 EC JOURNAL . Winter 2008

Program (UNEP). It was a newly conceived entity to bring the best scientific
information on climate to the world’s
top leaders in a manner that would protect the integrity of international scientific research and remove the reporting
of data from the distortion of political
concerns.
With the publication throughout
2007—nearly twenty years later—of the
4th Assessment Reports, many of the
world’s leaders have shown themselves
unwilling or incapable of acting upon
Rajendra Pachauri, Chair, IPCC
that world’s most thoroughly reviewed
WMO—UNEP—IPCC Working Group II Press Launch
information on climate. In the face of this
sad circumstance, the scientists are now reaching out to global citizens through the Internet to
press their respective governments everywhere to move forward with effective climate policies.
The IPCC “Press Launch” webcast from Bangkok on 4 May of 2007 was not entirely without
precedent in the wider scientific community. In fact, only a few months earlier in February 2007,
just after the release of the Group I Summary Report for Policymakers, the American Association for
the Advancement of Science (AAAS), at its annual meeting in San Francisco, chose to webcast the
proceedings of what it called a “Climate-Change Town Hall.”10 In addition, the AAAS posted a 12minute webcast, featuring interview
material with several American scientists and the 2007 AAAS President, John
Holdren, explaining the potential impact
of climate change.11 As Teresa and John
Heinz Professor of Environmental Policy at Harvard’s John F. Kennedy School
of Government, John Holdren has also
used webcasting facilities of the Kennedy School to convey an important
message about window of opportunity
which he feels now exists to move governments to effective action on climate
issues.12
Dr. John Holdren, President, AAAS

Numerous cases like these illustrate
Webcasts from AAAS Climate-Change Town Hall and
the novel use of the Internet to build
AAAS Special Webcast Video explaining climate change
direct bridges between research scientists and global citizens. They provide timely and encouraging examples of the kind of communication infrastructure that will need to be constructed to keep pace with the rapid evolution of the
climate system itself. Earth’s climate is not waiting around for research scientists to complete their
weiskel
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studies, and new methods of communication that accelerate the standard research-review-andpublishing process may well need to be devised.
The comprehensive IPCC reports appear every five years or so, but in the intervals between
these reports there is a great deal of detailed scientific information that needs to be conveyed to
the public. For researchers concerned with polar ice and glaciers, for example, it was clear that the
three IPCC Working Group reports issued in February, April and May were, in some respects,
outdated even before they
were published. This was because the IPCC review process requires that the data they
consider come from material
already published in peer-reviewed journals. The “cut-off”
date for relevant material to be
included in the 2007 Assessment Report was effectively late
June of 2006. Since then, however—most notably in the Fall
of 2006 and in scientific
reports published in 2007—
more recent data is available
Interview with science writer Fred Pearce about “tipping points”
suggesting that the melting
and climate change.
rates of both the glaciers and
the Greenland ice sheet are more rapid that was previously documented. The results are that the
statements about the rate and scope of climate change presented in the Working Group Summary
Reports may well prove to be underestimates of the climate change already underway.13
The recently published book by Fred Pearce called With Speed and Violence provides several
examples of these kinds of phenomena. He refers to them as “tipping points” in climate change—
points beyond which the direction and pace of shifts in climate can occur rapidly, well beyond
human control, as positive feedback mechanisms in the geophysical systems of the earth come
into play when certain thresholds are exceeded. The melting of polar and tundra ice is one such
kind of mechanism, and because the data is so new in this realm it is this kind of change that is not
fully covered even in the latest IPCC Summary Reports.
Information of this nature could prove vital to policymakers trying to develop strategies to
cope with sea-level rise or land subsidence from permafrost melting. For this reason, in addition
and as a supplement to the IPCC authoritative reports, novel methods of communicating the latest scientific knowledge to the public will need to be developed very soon to keep pace with the
rapid emergence of new scientific evidence. Simply publishing the data in the customary scientific journals will no longer be sufficient to communicate the urgency of the need to act.
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After receiving … an Oscar for An Inconvenient Truth and after having been named a corecipient of the 2008 Nobel Peace Prize for addressing the global public about climate issues, former Vice President Al Gore has become a prominent spokesman for advocating private venture
capital approaches to address climate change issues. The stated attempt is both to "save the planet" and to make money …
By creating the global Internet infrastructure for the real-time transmission of this conference
and by providing access to NGO statements, the UNFCCC, in effect, developed a highly important, new vehicle for speaking truth to power. NGO delegates used it openly to challenge the
seemingly popular logic of market-based solutions for climate change policy.
In the final analysis any effective means of delivering vital scientific information to those in
power may have to deploy a twofold strategy. First, the information must be conveyed effectively to the public in whose name these policymakers try to claim legitimacy. Secondly, this information must be communicated clearly to the special interest groups that place policymakers in power
in the first place.
The first strategy—communicating vital information to the general public so it can elect new
leadership—may well not be sufficient on its own. This is because, as the world has witnessed in
America over the last decade, the public’s will can be manipulated through a distorted and dysfunctional electoral system. The United States Presidential election of 2000 proved that merely
winning the majority of votes from the nation’s electorate was not sufficient in America to determine who holds office. The will of the people was not registered in the electoral process.
In the face of failed democratic institutions in the United States, therefore, some environmentalists have argued that even when the public is fully informed about the stark character of the choices they must make, the electoral process on its own can no longer be expected to deliver the
policy changes in the time frame that will be required to address the imminent problems of global climate chaos. What is needed instead, they argue, is a more immediate strategy to convince
the corporate special interests that changes in climate policy are in their particular self interest.
There are signs that this is strategy is succeeding—at least outside of America. In Europe, business leaders are far ahead of governments on climate issues. In December 2007, for example, a
group of influential businessmen from 150 of the world’s biggest corporations published an advertisement in The Financial Times of London, calling upon world governments to devise new and
more strict ground rules for limiting carbon emissions through binding regulation.14 In fact, large
and influential coalitions of private firms acting in conjunction with local municipal authorities have
emerged in England as an inspiring example of society-wide determination to change climate policies of the existing governments.15
Within the United States—for the time being, at least—a narrow range of energy firms, armaments suppliers, war provisioning companies and engineering firms continue to exercise inordinate influence over the White House. National enforcement of environmental laws has lapsed, and
federal agencies like the Environmental Protection Agency have actively intervened to prevent
individual states like California from implementing effective regulations to curb the emission of
greenhouse gases.16
WEISKEL
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It may well be for this reason that the most forceful public voices are addressing the private
sector. After receiving, along with the film’s producers, an Oscar for An Inconvenient Truth and
after having been named a co-recipient of the 2008 Nobel Peace Prize for addressing the global
public about climate issues, former Vice
President Al Gore has become a prominent
spokesman for advocating private venture
capital approaches to address climate
change issues. The stated attempt is both to
“save the planet” and to make money by trying to afford new possibilities for profit-making to entrepreneurs to whose inventions
need assistance in getting to the marketplace.17
Al Gore is not alone in this effort to mobilize the private sector. On 17 May 2007,
former President Clinton launched an initiative designed to bring together private conAl Gore has joined a private equity firm to stimlate the
struction firms, private banks and municipal
developmnet of profitable private sector responses to
governments in some of the world’s largest
climate change, but many are asking whether this is an
adequate substitute for effective public policy.
cities to facilitate the implementation of
energy efficiency and carbon saving stra18
tegies. In England—where both former Prime Minister, Tony Blair, and the current Prime
Minister, Gordon Brown, have been forceful in promoting the responsibility for changing public
policy on a global climate issues—it seems that the appeal of the private sector and market-based
approaches to climate change is also gaining ascendancy. Sir David King—who for many years
served as the British government’s primary science advisor on climate issues to former Prime
Minister Tony Blair—has announced that he is to head a new School of Enterprise and the
Environment at Oxford University.19
With all this high-profile enthusiasm for market-based approaches to climate issues, it is important, however, to keep a clear focus on the need for strong public policy. Forceful advocates from
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) at the UNFCCC Conference of the Parties (COP 13)
which took place in Bali, Indonesia from December 3rd to the 16th made this abundantly clear.
Indeed, their daily press briefings presented a very impressive array of voices and gained international recognition and global exposure through the website that the UNFCCC constructed for the
global web streaming of the events. By creating the global Internet infrastructure for the real-time
transmission of this conference and by providing access to NGO statements, the UNFCCC, in
effect, developed a highly important, new vehicle for speaking truth to power. NGO delegates
42 EC JOURNAL . Winter 2008

used it openly to challenge the seemingly popular logic of market-based solutions for climate
change policy.20
Because of this video-streaming
infrastructure, when Al Gore arrived at
the conference he had the opportunity
to give a full-length speech to those
assembled at Bali—although, as he
emphasized, he had no official standing
as a representative of anything.21 In subsequent days his speech was webcast
around the world from the U.N. website, and it was made available through
the same web facilities that gave the
world as a whole access to the opinions
of NGOs.22
Activists from non-governmental organizations repreNever before, it could be argued,
senting women and Third World countries publicly challenged the “market approach” to addressing global clihad a major international diplomatic
mate issues in the Bali, Indonesia conference of the
conference received such continuous
UNFCCC.
and complete coverage from such a
wide variety of perspectives. The “official statement” at the close of the Conference fell far short
in conveying the true significance of the conference proceedings. In effect, the new means of
immediate global communication through
the Internet changed the nature of both
truth and power during the course of the
meetings themselves.
The United States was widely perceived to have played a negative role in
trying to oppose many of the features of
the international accord reached by others at the conference. In normal diplomatic meetings, the “news” of this kind of
diplomatic maneuvering could well have
been suppressed or glossed over by journalists who focused merely on outcomes.
In an embarrasing confrontation in Bali, the United States
With the ubiquity of Internet coverage,
delebation was told by the delegate from Papua New
however, it became impossible to conceal
Guinea, in the plenary session broadcast to the world:
the stark opposition between the United
“... please get out of the way ... “
States and the Third World on several key
points. Indeed, in the closing public sessions, the United States was publicly rebuked and told to
“…please get out of the way” by a delegate from Papua New Guinea. Shortly thereafter—in what
some reporters characterized as a dramatic “U-turn”—the U.S. delegation announced it would
want to be part of the emerging consensus document.23
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Techniques for speaking truth to power will have to evolve as new communications media
become available in the coming years, but for the moment it appears that the rapid evolution of
web videocasting through the Internet provides a new means for citizens and scientists to communicate with one another in ways never before possible. Mainstream news media in America
have been bought and repackaged as part of the entertainment industry, so they cannot any longer
be relied upon to deliver timely and important news on issues of pressing public policy concern.
This is tragic in many respects, particularly during a critical year for national elections where citizens will be required to make choices on the basis of information available to them.
Nevertheless, Internet innovations like the YouTube or the VeohTV video sharing portals and
the video webcasts of global news organizations like Sky TV, Channel 4 TV or the BBC in England
can provide English-speaking citizens from numerous countries with news in greater depth than
they could every have hoped to receive through the standard commercial media in the past. A
recent study by the League of Conservation Voters revealed that of over 2,200 questions put to
American presidential candidates by the mainstream media in recent months only three addressed
global warming directly.24 Fortunately, Internet technology has provided a substitute for this massive failure of the American commercial media coverage.
In this manner as well, through the YouTube video sharing website, individual organizations
have been able to reach a world audience wider than any of their publicity efforts afforded ever
before. Greenpeace, for example, used the YouTube site to place both news and advertisements
before a global public.25 Furthermore, professional news outlets can provide special coverage of
special events that help to highlight their news concerns or present a new emphasis in their work.
The Al Jazeera English language service, for example, otherwise not known for its extensive coverage of climate issues, nevertheless used the YouTube video sharing platform to provide extended reports on the UNFCCC Bali Conference as well as other reports on the impact of climate
change on various parts of the world.26
Similarly, concerned individuals have used these same Internet technologies to launch innovative platforms upon which to make an appeal for a new kind of global citizenry and global participation in addressing our planet’s most pressing crises. Using YouTube, for example, Leonardo
The webcast initiatives during 2007 of leading scientific institutions like the AAAS, the IPCC,
and the UNFCCC may only prove to be passing phenomena. On the other hand, these efforts could
mark a new departure, and perhaps a hopeful new strategy, for speaking truth to power. …
In effect, Internet streaming-video technology makes it possible to envision on a large scale what
the reality of effective global citizenship entails. … This means that there are not only new mechanisms through which global citizens can speak truth to power, but also now —perhaps as never
before—there are effective new means to reconstitute power itself.
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DiCaprio has launched a global appeal for citizens around the world to submit statements and case
studies to his platform where visitors can both hear about his new film, The 11th Hour, and view
individual statements from key world thinkers and environmental activists on the need for urgent
action on climate issues.27 Morever,
the UNFCCC itself used the vehicle
of the YouTube platform to share
selected news briefings with the
world of their Executive Secretary,
Yvo de Boer, throughout the conference.28
The webcast initiatives during
2007 of leading scientific institutions
like the AAAS, the IPCC, and the
UNFCCC may only prove to be
passing phenomena. On the other
hand, these efforts could mark a
new departure, and perhaps a
hopeful new strategy, for speaking
truth to power. In fact, the adoption
Interview with Vandana Shiva. With video-sharing platforms
of standard streaming media foroperating with standard video-streaming software, it is now
possible for a wide variety of previously marginalized voices to
mats for video webcasting now
speak truth to power in ways that cannot be ignored.
makes it possible for views of key
leaders from the Third World like
Vandana Shiva to be heard around the world. Her integrated critique of global climate change and
the forces of economic globalization provides a powerful new voice that needs to reach those in
positions of power throughout the world.29
In effect, Internet streaming-video technology makes it possible to envision on a large scale
what the reality of effective global citizenship entails. Beyond specific interviews or speeches it is
now technically feasible to create subject-focused news portals like The Climate Consortium as
vehicles through which both global scientists and global citizens can share the news we should be
all be hearing on the evolution of the world’s climate. This means that there are not only new
mechanisms through which global citizens can speak truth to power, but also now—perhaps as
never before—there are effective new means to reconstitute power itself.
The Internet can provide the news that the public needs to know in order to select the leaders it needs to guide us toward a survivable future. If the new virtual communities of the Internet
can be converted in to real communities focused on common action the nature of political power
itself will change. It remains to be seen whether the public can act quickly and decisively enough
on the basis of this news in time to anticipate and adapt to some of the worst of the climate chaos
that scientists warn us will be in store for global civilization if we do not make changes in global
human behavior very soon. ■
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