Summary from GRID-Arendal’s Advisory Panel Meeting 

June 10, 2002

The third and last meeting of  GRID-Arendal’s (GA’s) Advisory Panel was held in Arendal, Norway, on June 10, 2002. 

During the period 2000-2002, the three members of the Advisory Panel have been the following: 

· Nigel Cross, Managing Director, International Institute for Environment and Development, UK; 

· Olav Høgetveit, Media Consultant, Norway; and 

· Domingo Jiménéz-Beltrán, Executive Director, European Environmental Agency, Denmark. 
Keynote presentations in the June 10 2002 seminar were made by:

· Frits Schlingemann, Director of  UNEP’s Regional Office for Europe;

· Pekka Haavisto, Head of the UNEP’s Balkan and Afghanistan Task Forces and former Minister of Environment, Finland; 

· Øystein Dahle, GRID-Arendal Board member and Chairman, Worldwatch Institute, Washington:

· and Daniel B. Botkin, Research Professor, Dept. of Ecology, Evolution and Marine Biology, University of California. 
Two half-day sessions were chaired by Leif E. Christoffersen and Kari Elisabeth Fagernæs, respectively Chairman and member of GRID-Arendal’s Board of Directors.

As recommended during the second Panel meeting (June, 2001), management and staff had prepared a draft Communication Strategy for GRID-Arendal. This was presented to the third meeting of the Advisory Panel by  Svein Tveitdal, Managing Director,  GRID-Arendal.  

The following main points arose from the discussions: 

(a) setting communication priorities; 

(b) ensuring a recognizable GA indentity; 

(c) relations with UNEP; 

(d) products and contents; 

(e) mass media; 

(f) and users and feedback.

a) GA communication priorities

GA must prioritize and select the most important tasks among the many issues raised in the draft communication strategy. 

Since GA is competing with many players in the same field, it is important for GA to identify what it can do best (in terms of themes, regions, techniques) and how it can work best. In selected high-priority areas where GA does not have adequate capacity, the strategy should spell out in which ways effective links may be built up with GA partners and networks to provide the additional and complimentary capacity and professional strength needed for GA products and services.

GA must think through its mission and be clear on who initiates what. GA is dependent on scientific information being developed by others until it is credible from the side of science, and then focus on communicating it to various users.  

Other comments included:

· GA’s communication strategy is perhaps too heavy on the media side, and too little on universities and education/ young generation in general; 

· ‘Shortcuts’ in implementing a communication strategy are needed, such as a more systematic discipline (publish regularly – e.g. EEA’s Signals), and provide continuity; 

· A handbook on communication may be useful (how to prepare  products and services which help doers).
b) GA’s institutional identity

Users of GA products and services need to know the credibility of the institution communicating the information. GA must present its own identity much better (why GA should be used and what for). Brand concept is important for GA. It puts GA into a clear structure, - hanging on to something solid (governance, transparency, participatory role). GA must revitalize its mission.

· consider re-branding GA – give it a better and more understandable name; GRID doesn’t say much; still not known in Norway. GA needs to be seen as a driver going somewhere specifically.

· GA must be seen as an independent capacity, not biased; clear governance will ensure this. A key element of GA’s niche must always be its credibility.

c) Relationship to UNEP

GA’s communication strategy is linked to its role within UNEP. Hence it must be consistent with UNEP on key programmatic and policy issues - but, at the same time, have the ability to go further than UNEP.

· As an official UNEP center, GA cannot always determine its own priorities; this is a fact of life. However UNEP’s priorities are influenced by political considerations, linked to securing resources and continuity, and sometimes the result of compromises   (priorities are set by the ED who must consider the playing ground of the ministries and the donors).  

· UNEP’s institutions compete to establish their own expertize/niche; Thus GA’s framework is both limited and challenging, and the art is to maintain the balance (do not focus 100% on UNEP, but of course do not forget it).

· Sometimes priorities can be proactively created or pushed by GA (e.g. emphasizing the UN Year of the Mountain issues on UNEP’s own agenda)

d) Products and content

The secret of producing useable environmental information is simplification; it must be easily understandable. Do not make things ‘so good that people can hardly understand’. Be simple and do not hesitate to reiterate and reconfirm what is scientifically credible.

· Leadership is as much a question of attitudes and behavior as it is of skills and intelligence.

· Policy-makers such as ministers understand benchmarks and country comparisons, such as GHG emissions – ‘my country is the worst’. This may not always be ‘politically correct’. On the other hand, scientists often don’t want to expose themselves so openly – but this is often the kind of information most needed.  The biggest challenge is to report credible and available scientific data using understandable indicators

· The sustainability factor must be strongly profiled (resource-based principles); environmental issues are not associated with hope; a sustainability focus brings hope. Inspire hope, not despair. 

· A lot of controversy is linked to sustainability principles at the moment. Some sustainability dogma may at times seem “hijacked” by business. Moreover, low-income countries do not want to be told they cannot focus on economic growth to get out of poverty. Hence this puts a special responsibility on people in high-income countries and their consumption patterns. 

· We need more than hard data based on science. Looking ahead, accountability (decision- and policy-makers) will be an important area. Who has information that makes it possible to clarify the accountability of Governments? 

· Sometimes links to other networks may be more useful than having all relevant information presented within a single GA product.
e) Mass media

Provide a broader international media strategy for GA and train staff.

· GA was not created as a communication body and cannot compete in the media world. On the other hand, we sometimes are just too busy with methodology, and getting our projects completed, to be able to think about communication. This is obviously wrong

· GA media strategy seems to target a Norwegian audience; GA needs an expanded strategy to target international audiences

· Consider networking more with free-lance journalists. Cut out acronyms, use plain language for easy-reading, distribute video pictures to journalists. Provide media-training to GA staff.    

· Perhaps help train 3rd world journalists –get southern stories into northern newspaper.

f) Users and feedback 

Target groups must be prioritized and defined better.

· Access and availability of so much information increases the need for targeted and successful communication. 

· Support to regional structures and activities is important; help them do better.

· However, policies are mainly decided at the national level. Good understanding of the various policy settings is crucial if we want to communicate with policy-makers. 

· Donors are not always the most forceful agents for change.

· The weakest point of the communication strategy is the strongest one: wanting to make an impact will need to be based on users needs. Hits on the Internet do not measure this. Decisions not made may be as important as decisions made. What is GA doing with the feedback it gets (www statistics, surveys)? This is a good source for further reflection relating to attaining a better image.

· At the end of the day GA doesn’t need to know everything about environmental information, but needs to know better – and then to do better to make it more useful.

----------------------------

At the conclusion of the meeting, the GA Chairman expressed strong appreciation for the outstanding work carried out by the Advisory Panel. It had served a very useful role indeed. He also thanked the invited speakers for their excellent presentations. The meeting had provided a wealth of good guidance and interesting suggestions. These would be taken into account when GA is finalizing its communication strategy.  

-----------------------------

