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THE IMPACTS OF GRETA THUNBERG ON ENVIRONMENTAL COMMUNICATION IN GERMANY
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When Greta Thunberg started her protest outside the Swedish parliament in August 2018 and fought for immediate cautions to combat climate change, she was fifteen years old. Her school strike every Friday attracted media attention. Her media publicity resulted in a big school strike for climate movement. Since March 2019, all around the world in more than 100 countries, around 1.4 million students protest every Friday for the future of our habitat. The #FridayForFuture movement was born. Greta Thunberg exploited her popularity to give a voice to environmental activists. She gave a speech within the scope of the United Nations Climate Change Conference (COP24) in December 2018 in Katowice/Poland and other important meetings. But the feedback in politics, academia, media and society was ambivalent and should be described shortly in the case of Germany.


On the one hand, German politicians appreciated the engagement of young people for the environment. Chancellor Angela Merkel stated that the politics can reach the goal only, if they are supported by the society and that she supports the #FridayForFurture activities accordingly (Welt 2019, t=15s). The Federal Minister of Justice Katarina Barley’s statement is similar and she commented that the voice of the youth should be strengthened. Therefore, she is in favour of voting rights from minimum age of 16 (ibid., t=41s) considering that 15.5 % of the electorates are between 18 and 30 but 20.7% are older than 70 (Der Bundeswahlleiter 2017). It reveals that the retired citizens in Germany have more influence on shaping the future then the youth. On the other side, the politics reacts refusing and distrustful on the youth activities and protests. Lindner a politician of the liberal party (FDP) posted a tweet that he likes and welcomes the political activities of the students but nobody can expect that young people understand the global context of the technical meaningful and economical feasible. This is the business of professionals (Lindner, 2019). He reduces the young people to the role of the participating audience while the actors in the arena are players from politics, industry and academicia. With this comment, he neglects the existing model of Quadruple Helix collaboration where the ‘media-based and culture-based public’ and ‘civil society’ is the fourth player in the collaborative process. According to Carayannis et al. the “natural environments of society and the economy also should be seen as [fifth] drivers for knowledge production and innovation” inside of a quintuple helix (Carayannis et al. 2012). Kramp-Karrenbauer, chair-lady of the conservative (CDU) complained that she would find it more convincing, if the students would not only fight for the climate during the class time but in their leisure time (phonix 2019). TV science moderator and medical doctor Hirschhausen commented Kramp-Karrenbauer’s statement that he cannot remember that pilots, locomotive drivers or unionists proceeded their strikes in their leisure time. The idea to request that our society needs a change needs the pressure of #FridayForFuture strikes (Jung 2019, t=2037s). Additionally, several comments of politicians present the ‘FridayForFuture activities in the light of conspirations. Merkel stated within the scope of the Munich Security Conference in February 2019 in the context of hydrid warfare of Russia in the internet, that it is difficult that all German kids are able to get the idea for a protest at the same time without any influence from outside. Campaigns can be organized much easier with help of the internet (AG Kinder- & Jugendrechte 2019).


Since many years, scientists agree that the industrial revolution in the 19th century increased the impact of humankind on the climate change exponentially. Especially because of the high anthropogenic emission of carbon dioxide, global climate change is not anymore predominantly caused by natural behaviours like many millennia before. Therefore, Crutzen assigned the term “Anthropocene” as a new geological epoch to communication the human-dominated era which supplemented the Holocene, the warm period of the past 10-12-millennia (Crutzen 2002). The big transformation from productions in guilds and small manufactories which were commonly family business to industrial processed led to an energy need which was covered by fossil fuels. The problematic impact arose from the fact that carbon stored from millions of years of photosynthesis were emitted by combustions. While carbon dioxide which is emitted during the generation of energy captured from plants can be recycled by photosynthesis of renewable resources, coal, gas and oil emits additional carbon dioxide without any potential of compensation (Steffen et al. 2007, 616). After the critical and sometimes polemic comments and actions against the #FridayForFuture activities, the academic world reacted prompt. Hagedorn et al. founded the initative #Scientists4Future and wrote a petition where they confirmed that the “concerns [of the #FridayForFuture activists are justified and supported by the best available science. The current measures for protecting the climate and biosphere are deeply inadequate” (Hagedorn et al. 2019). On the one hand, the students got the protection of over 26.000 leading German scientist against abuses and fake news, on the other hand the scientists set the focus on the important discourse of how to initiate urgently needed changes and activities in favour of our habitat on Earth, away from useless discussions and polemic comments. Some scientists and science moderators organized a Federal Press Conference in Berlin to announce the implicit support of the #FridayForFuture activities. Maja Göpel, political economist, expert of climate politics and the general secretary of German Advisory Council on Global Change stated that the society discusses a structural change within the scope of digitalisation which is directly accepted. It is forced by the trade market, even although 25% of the jobs will disappear. It is accepted and celebrated as an agenda of progress. But why don’t we have the same power to renew our climate technologies, way of agriculture, and way of mobility. Why do we celebrate digitalisation modernisation and progress including all collateral damages which is of course balanced by the politics while technological developments to prevent climate change is repelled until the last minute, although there will be damages in much higher orders. Göpel concludes that this question can be answered only according to political economical interests, hegemonies and constellation of power (Jung 2019).


The activities initiated by Greta Thunberg generates media coverages and reactions which reveals a big abyss between traditional and digital media and their recipients. The strongest impact had the influencer Rezo. He runs the YouTube channel “Rezo ja lol ey” where he normally talks about music and everyday life practices, plays games with guests, etc. But with his critical video about Article 13 of the Directive on Copyright in the Digital Single Market (Rezo ja lol ey 2019a), he attracted critical attention among in the society beyond the digital natives. But he became famous with a high amount of press coverage in traditional media though his video “Die Zerstörung der CDU” (engl.: the destruction of CDU) (Rezo ja lol ey 2019b). He criticizes 51 minutes, topics about winners and losers of the government’s politics, the climate crisis, the ethics of war and the relation to the USA and other topics. The explosive power of the video was that he published the video some weeks before the election of the European Parliament 2019. He finished the video with the plea not to vote for AfD, CDU, SPD and FDP without giving recommendation to other parties but with the plea for going to the poll. Especially his part about the climate crisis was based on excellent research and was qualified by correct and reliable references and journalistic sources. Politicians, especially from the conservative party CDU reacted in a way which revealed the lack of understanding of influencer activities. Kramp-Karrenbauer blamed Rezo’s spin and propaganda purposes and ask for regulation of digital media during election campaigns. The digital community reacted with shitstorms after her comments (Tagesschau 2019). Kramp-Karrenbauer’s and other feedbacks revealed the digital abyss between generations. Unfortunately, the feedbacks dealt mainly with the way of Rezo’s communication and not with the topics itself. The feedback of politics and media reveals that the way of peer communication of young people is obviously not understood. But an effective quintuple helix collaboration needs the integration of young activists in all areas.


The described problem is not a German problem but it shows a global lack on understanding on the one hand and a need of peer-learning activities on the other hand. In this context the project ”POWER: Empowerment of Youth on Renewable Energy for Sustainable Societies” which is funded by the Erasmus+ Program of the European Union (2017-3-TR01-KA205-048402) aims to encourage young people for a critical dialogue about renewable energy as a contribution to combat climate change. The core issue of this project is a training document for young trainers which wasdeveloped and presented on the 4th Transnational Project Meeting at Vienna University of Technology in August 2019. The central aspect was the peer-learning methodology (PLM). The main aspect of PLM is that students learn from others (peers) by actively engaging in large trainee groups to experience practical skills, in combination with appropriate and real time feedback in order to improve their deep understanding and learning of real-world aspects. This book presents contributions of students of the course “Science Writing and Journalism” of the Department of Communication and Design at Bilkent University in Ankara. They created posters and popular texts about renewable energies and related topics. The contributions are part of an exhibition which wwere presented on Renewable Energy Events in five Turkish cities between October 2019 and February 2020. During these events students of Bilkent University applied the peer learning concept.
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