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The environmental movement

is in decline. We are preoccupied
with economic recovery and per-
sonal financial futures. Protect-
ing the environment has slipped
from our consciousness. Only a
few years ago it was front of
mind — widely reported and
acknowledged as the greatest
challenge facing mankind.

The year 2007 was a high point
for worldwide environmental
awareness and resolve. Former
U.S. vice president Al Gore and
the UN climate change panel
won the Nobel peace prize that
year — a prize normally awarded
to leaders who had brokered
peace somewhere in the world.

The rationale of the Nobel
committee was that climate
change is more than simply an
environmental issue. Without
worldwide action it could
become a determinant of war or
peace, as states compete aggres-
sively for the earth’s scarce
resources.

Lately, when Canadians
respond to surveys about their
environmental attitudes, the
results still seem encouraging.
But only at first glance. A 2010
Angus Reid survey found that
60% of us think global warming
is a fact, and it is mostly caused
by vehicle and industrial emis-
sions.

This is hardly good news.
Despite decades of extensive
efforts by environmental advo-
cates, two in five Canadians
doubt the science of climate
change. It’s an easy way for some
to shed environmental guilt, and
the emotional burden of some-
thing beyond their control.

A less reliable but still reveal-
ing barometer of our environ-
mental commitment is our par-
ticipation in Earth Day. Marking
its fortieth anniversary in April, it
is considered the birthplace of
the modern environmental
movement. Only 44% of us
turned off our lights this year,
down from a high of 60% in 2009.  

Another recent study reports
that more than half of us are
“tired of being lectured to by
environmentalists.” The other
half probably doesn’t enjoy it
much either.  

Climate-change critics are
even more prevalent in the
United States and Britain. Amer-
icans are the most sceptical and
their disbelief is growing.
According to Angus Reid, 58% of
Americans doubt whether global
warming is caused by human
behaviour. A quarter of them are
convinced climate change is an
unproven theory — six per cent
higher than in 2009.

In the U.K., the aftermath of
the “climate-gate” scandal left
fewer than 50% of Britons believ-
ing emissions caused by humans
are affecting their environment.

The media has sensed our
malaise. There is far less in-
depth environmental reporting.
Some media organizations have
dropped their environment

columns and specialists. Cover-
age of disasters such as the
Japanese tsunami, Red River
flood, and U.S. killer tornadoes is
almost entirely focused on the
extent of the damage and victim
accounts.

Reporters rarely engage cli-
mate scientists on possible con-
nections between worsening
weather and climate change.
When they do the answers are
often tentative. Climatologists
seem less sure today than they
did only a few years ago about
global warming and its effect on
our weather.

While we may be more envi-
ronmentally conscious than our
neighbours to the south, our
awareness has not followed us
into the voting booth. The result

of the last federal election pro-
vides ample evidence.

Prior to and during the elec-
tion, polling confirmed Canadi-
ans are far more concerned
about their economic well-being
than they are about the environ-
ment. A Leger Marketing survey
found a wide range of economic
and lifestyle changes that Cana-
dians are not willing to make,
despite our avowed support for
sustainable development.

The leader of the Green party,
Elizabeth May, finally won a seat
May 2. But she succeeded
through force of personality —
not because of any national
environmental groundswell. Her
party lost a third of its national
support.

Michael Ignatieff was a strong

advocate of a carbon tax until he
saw the reception it earned
Stephen Dion in 2008. When
Ignatieff became Liberal leader
he settled for the less controver-
sial cap-and-trade system of
controlling emissions.

The NDP included tackling
climate change in its list of
“practical first steps.” But that
commitment wasn’t what cata-
pulted the New Democrats into
the role of Official Opposition.
Canadians who couldn’t stom-
ach another Harper government
saw the NDP, not the Liberals, as
a source of real change.

Stephen Harper won his cov-
eted majority despite the Con-
servatives having one of the
worst environmental records of
any G8 country. They have left

our oceans vulnerable to oil
spills, made no progress on
reducing greenhouse-gas emis-
sions and hampered progress at
world climate change summits.

It was a case of voters opting
for economic stability over con-
cerns about pollution and global
warming. And the invisible Peter
Kent, the fourth environment
minister in five years, after his
early missteps, hasn’t been
heard from since.

The environmental establish-
ment seems unable to rally
against this declining public
interest.

Professor Walter Mead, editor
of The American Interest maga-
zine, maintains that the environ-
mental movement has become a
victim of its own success. The
Greens “…failed because they
lost touch with the impetus and
core values of the environmental
movement. Bambi wasn’t
crushed by Godzilla; Bambi
turned into Godzilla, and the
same kind of public scepticism
and populism that once fueled
environmentalism has turned
against it.”

Millions of Canadians are still
worried about climate change
and continue personal environ-
mental practices. But if the
Green answer to every ecological
problem is more regulation and
bigger government the move-
ment’s influence will continue to
wane.

Instead, Greens need to
demonstrate to the public and
policy makers that their primary
goals are achievable. They must
showcase examples of growing
economies with clean environ-
ments, carbon tax regimes that
are changing energy consump-
tion habits, and developed coun-
tries where healthy locally grown
food is the norm.

A doubting world needs more
show and less tell.
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