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Journalists’ visit to UK on 21-23 October 2007

DRAFT REPORT 

21 journalists from Bulgaria, Croatia, Hungary, Lithuania, Macedonia, Poland, Slovak Republic and Turkey visited UK on 21-23 October 2007. The purpose of the visit was to familiarize journalists with CSR coverage and to provide opportunities to network. During the visit journalists met with UK journalists covering sustainability and business responsibility topics and visited companies with environmental and social profiles.  UK Global Compact Network has been local partner in organizing the visit. 

One-and-a-half day intensive workshop took place in an innovative workspace for social entrepreneurs The Hub.  In the morning, journalists heard Mr. Tobias Webb from Ethical Corporation speaking on trends in the media in relation to sustainability issues and CSR. He shared with the audience how CSR coverage in UK came in waves illustrating each wave with concrete examples. According to him, it began with environment, then labour, development, now climate change. The media helped significantly to spur corporate social and environmental activities, but also often punished companies too - sometimes deservedly, sometimes not. Yet once media helped the issue to arrive and reach wider audiences of society, the topic usually stayed on agenda. For example, Sweatshop labour issues (UK retailers), health and safety breaches (BP). This means companies can get increasing credit for their work (Unilever), but also that new issues coming up (Commodities sourcing: Soy, Cotton, Palm Oil) will stick around in the media and are much harder to solve than cutting carbon in UK operations, for example. Overall, while companies are getting better at CSR in the FTSE100, more and more issues are now on the table for them to deal with. As large companies assign bigger budgets to CSR issues, they will be achieving better results, but also come under greater media scrutiny. While better companies will get more credit for their work, this scrutiny will not always be fair and balanced. But in general journalists should not be too apologetic about this as all in all media coverage on CSR has done a lot more good than harm. Journalists should continue to cast a critical eye on business. Criticism helps companies more than praise. Mr. Webb told the audience that Green business agenda is moving very fast and  companies, journalists, readers were struggling to keep up with the emerging issues and their implications (offsetting, off shoring emissions, supply chains, commodity sourcing). Initially, journalists and editors have been very sceptical about CSR and sustainability efforts by business, and now the coverage has been becoming more nuanced as it broke down into 'business' parts - HR, supply chain, commodities sourcing, water, carbon off shoring, etc. PR companies and businesses themselves sometimes don’t help themselves: lots of pseudo green 'products and services' promoted and spurious CSR related press releases are put out.   Overall, CSR coverage has accelerated in the last five years from the occasional article to more and more special reports and coverage from newspapers, television, radio and the web. As CSR reports from companies have improved, so has media recognition of their efforts. 2004 was a turning point in many ways, with companies, such as Gap, beginning to admit more and more they were not perfect. In 2006/7 there’s been a massive surge in green business articles and interest in climate change in all major media outlets. Media itself is under scrutiny, with high profile ethical scandals in the UK turning the tables somewhat on television in particular. 
It was followed with a panel discussion with panelists Ms. Fiona Harvey from Financial Times, Mr. Nick Mathiason from Observer, and Mr. Simon Cooper representing Media CSR Forum.  Mr. Mathiason shared his knowledge about an emerging sector of social enterprises; Mr. Cooper shared his long standing experience working in media industry and how he become interested in CSR, he also presented the outcome of Media CSR group consultations with stakeholders identifying key CSR issues in media industry. He suggested that it might be a useful exercise to do for media enterprises in CEE. Ms. Harvey argued that as long as CSR stays a voluntary issue for companies, something they may choose to engage with or not on their own terms, it will not help to advance the environment agenda. She argued for more collective actions through regulatory framework and expressed her strong scepticism about CSR reports saying that while some of them are good and informative, most of them are just PR tools that very little people read.  
After the concluding remarks of the panellists, the founder of the Hub Mr. Jonathan Robinson told the story of how this place came into life. It is energy efficient office space designed to enhance human interactions and provide good platform to network for people working on sustainability agenda. Mr. Robinson was glad to share about the success of the place not only that it proved to be financially viable, but also that the idea is being taken by many other people and that the concept is now expanding geographically. He also told the audience a few examples how being a part of the Hub help social entrepreneurs to succeed in launching their projects with the help from network. He thanked for using the venue for activity of the regional CSR project. 
In the afternoon, journalists split into groups and visited Whole Foods Market - largest green supermarket, Cafedirect – organic and fair trade coffee supplier, and Happy – computer training company, awarded as best workplace in UK in 2007. The purpose of these visits was to provide journalists with opportunities to gather information from original sources for their stories and to inspire with ideas for their future work. At Wholefoods, Croatian journalist filmed the store and interviewed the manager of the store Mr. Mark Woollard, while the whole group has been taken though the store by Mr. Woollard and he shared with the group the philosophy of the Wholefoods and how environmental and social values translates into concrete activities bringing business value. Mr. Woolard told journalists how they source the produce, what principles they apply while working with suppliers, how they designed the store, the energy use and recycling, the education of consumers, etc. 

Mr. Zachary Dominitz from Cafedirect told the journalists about organic and fair trade concepts being applied practically in the coffee and tea industry through the work of Cafedirect; and Mr. Henry Steward presented how he managed to create an award winning workplace at Happy for employees. The evening programme extended into having dinner at the responsibly run restaurant Duke Organic, where journalists also got a chance to hear the manager of the restaurant telling about how principles of sustainability and responsibility translate into practice in Duke restaurant. 
The next day journalists met for reflection on their first-hand experiences of socially responsible business practices and have been discussing how they can influence the acceleration of CSR practices in their countries through the work they do. The moderator of the session was Mr. Thomas Krick from the Hub, who also shared his understanding about CSR. 
Supporting documents:
List of participants
Contact info of journalists from Project countries
Agenda

Press release

Profiles of speakers

Profiles of companies

Key CSR issues for the media industry – a document circulated by Mr. Simon Cooper
Prepared by: Indre Kleinaite, UNDP Lithuania
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