20th October 2009

Complaint about Government climate change advertising campaign sent to the ASA

Grounds for complaint

1)   This advertisement is misleading:

The advert says: “There was once a land where the weather was very, very strange. There were awful heatwaves in some parts, and in others, terrible storms and floods. Scientists said that it was being caused by too much Co2 which went up into the sky when grown ups used energy.”

The script, and the accompanying graphics, portrays catastrophic extreme weather events as being unequivocally caused by anthropogenic release of Co2. There is no indication that scientific uncertainly about this exists, indeed it is presented with reference to supposed scientific authority.

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), in their most recent review of scientific evidence of anthropogenic global warming, say:

“Most of the observed increase in global average temperatures since the mid-20th century is very likely due to the observed increase in anthropogenic greenhouse gas concentrations.”

A footnote on the same page confirms that levels of uncertainty remain:

“Consideration of remaining uncertainty is based on current methodologies.”

A footnote on page 3 of the IPCC report defines ‘very likely’ as more than 90% confidence (based on expert judgement), but less that 95%, the level of confidence usually required to confirm a scientific hypothesis.  

http://www.ipcc.ch/pdf/assessment-report/ar4/wg1/ar4-wg1-spm.pdf
Therefore the IPCC does not attribute climate change entirely to human influence and does not assert that evidence of human impact on the climate is unequivocal. The IPCC is the generally accepted scientific authority on such matters.

Furthermore, the Royal Society, the UK’s national academy of science, says in a statement about climate change posted at their website:

“International scientific consensus agrees that increasing levels of man-made greenhouse gases are leading to global climate change. Possible consequences of climate change include rising temperatures, changing sea levels, and impacts on global weather. These changes could have serious impacts on the world's organisms and on the lives of millions of people, especially those living in areas vulnerable to extreme natural conditions such as flooding and drought.”

http://royalsociety.org/landing.asp?id=1278
Please note that the Royal Society statement does not conflict with what the IPCC says: it refers only to a scientific consensus, not conclusive scientific evidence. This statement also refers to rising temperatures and changing sea levels as ‘possible’ consequences of climate change and suggests that these ‘could’ have serious impacts. The advert gives no indication that there is any doubt about the cause of the natural disasters that it refers to and depicts, thereby far exceeding what the Royal Society says.

Both the IPCC and Royal Society statements fall far short of the certainty implied in the advertisement. In order to avoid viewers being misled, it would have been necessary for the advert to make it clear that uncertainty exists. It did not do so, and the alarmist nature of the graphics amplifies the misleading nature of the advert to the extent of being alarmist.

2) This is a political advertisement, albeit paid for out of public funds and presented in the guise of a government public service announcement similar to campaigns relating to smoking, AIDs and drink-driving.

Measures to combat climate change are an important aspect of current public policy. The government has made it clear that they are concerned about lack of public acceptance of their policy:

The Department of Energy and Climate Change publishes research today showing that 52 per cent of people think climate change will not significantly affect them. Only 33 per cent think that it will and 15 per cent do not know.

And 

Joan Ruddock, the Energy and Climate Change Minister, said: “The survey results show that people don’t realise that climate change is already under way and could have severe consequences.”

http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/environment/article6867046.ece

The advert is clearly intended to create alarm by depicting drowning animals and inundated communities as the consequence of failing to support the government’s policy on climate change. In the run-up to a general election, this is likely to influence viewer’s willingness to vote for the political party that is promoting these policies in its role as the present government and the author of that policy. 

Conclusions:

This advertisement promotes a crucial component of the Labour Party’s political agenda and in so doing misleads viewers both as to the strength of the scientific evidence on which it is supposedly based and by exaggerating the likelihood of catastrophic consequences if viewers fail to support their initiatives to combat climate change. It is a political advertisement within the meaning of the legislation regulating broadcast output in the UK.

