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To all of our generous donors, thank you for opening your hearts, giving of your time and for 
helping us continue to build safe and affordable homes for families in need.  
Together, we provide life-changing experiences for both those in need and those who help.
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INFORMATION JUNKIE: Pastime is becoming a stressful one

Media as a catalyst
Ok, I confess. I am an 

information junkie. I 
don’t collect thimbles like my 
aunt or souvenir spoons like 
my sister in law. Instead, I col-
lect information. This is good, 
right? Information is a won-
derful thing, right? 

Well, the truth of the matter 
is nowadays I’m not so sure. 
There are times when collect-
ing beer steins is beginning to 
look mighty attractive. 

Unfortunately, in an age 
where the experts predict that 
by 2010 the amount of digital 
information in the world will 
double every 11 hours, my 
pastime is becoming an 
increasingly stressful one.  Like 
many others, I often fi nd 
myself overwhelmed and not 
quite able to deal with the 
amount of information I 
receive through email, voice 
mail, snail mail, fax, assorted 
list serves, newspapers, televi-
sion, and correspondence.

As a result of needing to 
overcome the data smog that 
has resulted from this over-
load, during last week’s vaca-
tion I deliberately shut down 
several of my normal commu-
nication channels. For 
instance, I did not turn on my 
computer, check my emails, or 
read a newspaper. 

While I especially missed the 
ritual of reading the newspa-
per each day, I found I didn’t 
miss its focus on violence and 
negativity. It did however get 
me wondering why the media 
appears so much better at cap-
turing breakdowns rather than 
breakthroughs. Additionally it 
does appear that good news 
stories of creativity and suc-
cess are considered less news-
worthy. 

All around us, there is a 
sense that the old way of doing 
things is no longer working. So 
even though we might not be 
sure what’s going to replace 

the old way, there are indica-
tors that something new and 
different is being born. Yet, 
today’s newspapers seem 
much more fi xated on the fact 
that something is dying.   

Perhaps this means we need 
more from our newspapers 
than the traditional journalism 
that presents facts and occur-
rences.

In an era where people are 
bombarded and overwhelmed 
by data and information, we 
need writers who can fi lter, 
explain, and share. And that 
doesn’t happen unless writers 
can get a person’s attention 
and motivate them to read 
more. 

In my experience what 
makes many people want to 
learn more are stories that 
relate to them, their families 
and their communities. The 
stories are especially effective 
when tied to factual data that 
makes people think and act 
about things that matter.

 Additionally, because our 
new way of doing things is not 
yet clear, we need to tap the 
creative talent of artists to 
inspire, illuminate, and tell our 
new stories. 

Ultimately this means we 
need to shift the role of the 
media from static, one-way 
information dissemination to 
the conversations and dia-
logues that will ultimately 
grow the trusted relationships 
that will encourage reader 
involvement beyond the smat-
tering of written letters and 
occasionally phoned in tips.

Research suggests that 
people are using the Internet 
for three main purposes –  to 
search for information, to 

access news, and for sharing. 
Local newspapers will only be 
able to counteract a declining 
and aging readership and the 
growth in competing media if 
they focus on these same three 
purposes –  particularly local 
news and sharing.

What do we need to share? 
We need to share our thoughts 
and strategies for how we can 
develop innovative new strate-
gies to respond to a global, 
highly competitive, fast chang-
ing, knowledge-based econ-
omy. 

We need to learn how we 
can work together to build a 
culture of innovation and how 
we can practice more systems-
thinking in our communities.  
How can we facilitate access to 
learning, nurture the aspira-
tions of our youth, and 
strengthen our cultural well-
being?  

Let’s use the media to fi gure 
out how to address the rising 
costs of physical inactivity, 
obesity and chronic disease, 
increase waning civic engage-
ment and volunteerism, pro-
tect our environment, 
strengthen the capacity of the 
voluntary sector, and increase 
civic engagement and spirit. 

Communities are facing 
these and other challenging 
issues in complex environ-
ments that are continually 
impacted by forces from the 
local, regional, provincial, 
national and global fronts. 

The media can be a power-
ful catalyst for bringing 
together the diverse thinking 
and resources that will be nec-
essary for creating strong, 
healthy, and vibrant commu-
nities.

Brenda Herchmer is the 
owner of Grassroots Enter-
prises, a community  consult-
ing company. She can be 
reached at brenda@herchmer.
net.
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CARBON OFFSETS: They can be a tool in the battle

Fighting global warming
The science is clear: 

human-caused global 
warming is a reality. Now it’s 
time to focus on solutions. We 
need strong leadership from 
our governments in setting 
fi rm greenhouse gas reduction 
targets, and we need to look at 
a range of policies and prac-
tices. There’s no legitimate 
argument about whether the 
problem exists, but there is still 
some debate about the best 
ways to tackle it.

Take carbon offsets. Some 
people compare them to 
“indulgences” granted by the 
church allowing sinners to 
avoid punishment for some 
transgressions. Others argue 
that offsets can be one of 
many legitimate tools used to 
tackle climate change, and 
that high-quality carbon off-
sets can result in real reduc-
tions in greenhouse gas emis-
sions. 

Carbon offsets are becoming 
an increasingly popular way 
for individuals, businesses, 
and even governments to 
reduce their impact on the 
environment. The “voluntary” 
carbon market, made up of all 
these purchases of carbon off-
sets, increased in value glob-
ally from $305 million in 2007 
to $460 million in 2008. If you 
add in the offsets that are used 
in national and international 
regulatory programs, such as 
the Kyoto Protocol and Euro-
pean Emissions Trading 
System, the total carbon 
market now approaches $139 
billion a year. 

So carbon offsets are here to 
stay. But what are they? Well, a 
carbon offset is a credit for a 
reduction in greenhouse gas 
emissions generated by one 
project, such as a solar-power 
installation, that can be used 
to cancel out the emissions 
from another source. Carbon 
offsets are typically measured 

in tonnes of CO2 or their 
equivalent. Those who buy off-
sets are essentially investing in 
other projects that reduce 
emissions on their behalf, 
either because they are unable 
to do so themselves or because 
it is too expensive to make 
their own reductions.

One thing to note is that not 
all carbon offsets are created 
equal. Because the market is 
new and largely unregulated, 
some offsets are unlikely to 
have any benefi t for the cli-
mate. This is one reason why 
carbon offsets have gotten a 
bad rap.

So, what makes a good 
offset? Opinions vary on some 
of the fi ner points, but most 
experts agree that several con-
ditions are necessary. 

Good offsets are “addi-
tional”; that is, they result in 
greenhouse gas reductions 
that wouldn’t have otherwise 
occurred without the incentive 
of carbon offsets. 

For example, if a company is 
required by regulation to 
install technology to reduce 
emissions from its factory, the 
resulting emission reductions 
should not be sold as offsets.

A good carbon offset should 
also result in “permanent” 
reductions in greenhouse gas 
emissions. 

This is one reason why some 
organizations, including the 
David Suzuki Foundation, rec-
ommend against using tree-
planting to generate offsets. 
Although trees have many 
benefi ts for the environment, 
they make risky carbon offsets 
because they are susceptible to 
fi re, logging, and insect infes-
tation – any one of which can 

release the stored carbon back 
into the atmosphere and 
render the offset worthless.

Good carbon offsets should 
also be verifi ed by qualifi ed 
auditors to ensure that the 
reductions have actually taken 
place.

Carbon offsets that are real, 
additional, and permanent can 
have a direct, positive impact 
on the climate. And they can 
create some other important 
benefi ts. They provide money 
for much-needed renewable-
energy and energy-effi ciency 
projects, which can help move 
society away from fossil fuels 
and toward a clean-energy 
economy. 

Buying carbon offsets can 
also help to deal with emis-
sions that aren’t currently cov-
ered by government regula-
tions, such as international air 
travel. 

Carbon offsets can also put a 
value on carbon, and help to 
educate businesses and con-
sumers about the climate 
impact of their daily decisions, 
and where they should target 
their own reduction efforts.

Of course, people should do 
everything they can to reduce 
their greenhouse gas emis-
sions, but when that isn’t pos-
sible or feasible, buying high-
quality offsets at least ensures 
that an equivalent amount of 
reductions is made elsewhere.

Carbon offsets alone won’t 
solve climate change. We still 
need to fi nd ways to make 
deep reductions in our own 
emissions. 

For additional help in guid-
ing your decisions about 
carbon offsets, my foundation 
and the Pembina Institute 
have just released a guide, Pur-
chasing Carbon Offsets, avail-
able at www.davidsuzki.org.

 
Take David Suzuki’s Nature 

Challenge and learn more at 
www.davidsuzuki.org.
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