


causes. Groups can readily create
alliances and benefit from the support of
every group’s members for campaigns
and events.

It’s that type of collaboration that Rex
‘Turgano hopes will emerge from his site,
thegreenpages.ca. The searchable direc-
tory supplies information about envi-
ronmental issues across Canada, by
province, subject and upcoming events.

Turgano continuously refreshes the
site to keep visitors coming back. He
recently added an “action alert” section
and a blog to keep users updated. It
seems to be working — there were close to
200,000 visits to the site in 2004, Blogs,
short for weblogs, are online personal
diaries. This technology lets remote
activists communicate new happenings,
and helps average citizens document
local environmental issues. Internet
gurus and academics alike point to blogs as
a potent tool for environmental advocacy.

That is, of course, if their words can
result in offline actions. Knowing the
technology and having a website does
not automatically translate into success.

Communicopia.net is an 11-year-old
online communications company that
helps organizations use the Internet to
connect with and engage their audiences.
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Rex Turgano created thegreenpages.ca in 1998
to keep environmental information easily
accessible to Canadians, and fo encourage
communities to share their news, events, and
success stories.

One of the most dynamic aspects of the Internet is its built-in
capacity for linking groups and causes.

President Jason Mogus emphasizes, “It’s
not just the technology — everyone’s got
an email newsletter these days. It’s how
you apply it, whether you can make it
successful and engaging. This is a way for
organizations to broaden their base and
reach people.”

He notes his company’s work with the
BC Chapter of the Sierra Club. A
revamped website and new tools that
help supporters take action are matched
with an e-newsletter, STERRA life, that
engages readers.

“I guess the old formula was to only
contact people when you had something
you wanted them to take action on,” says
Taylor Bachrach, communications direc-
tor of the Sierra Club’s BC chapter. “So
we are trying to broaden our scope of
communications by including environ-
mental lifestyle information with tips on
ecology and smart consumerism.”

Bachrach says the tactic has been
working. Subscription to the newsletter,
which also lets readers know about issues
and campaigns, has increased from 800
to 2500 subscribers in just over a year.

But Internet approaches cannot
survive alone, says Mogus. “It always has
to be integrated into your offline
communications — the two reinforce
each other and help organizations use
each medium to their best advantage.”

Internet strategics bring a host of
benefits to environmental campaigns.
Communications are more effective and
less costly. Instead of “broadcasting” your
message through traditional media to a
general audience, the Net allows for
“narrowcasting,” targeting a specific
audience of supporters. The ease with
which visitors can find background
information and take action also helps
drum up extra support for a cause. By
focusing on the quality of the site and
constantly adding features, web
campaigners keep visitors coming back.

But every technology has its down-
side. The Net’s accessibility and perva-
siveness have many using it as a platform.
“There are so many organizations and
we are always competing for funding and

support and new members,” says
Turgano. “Some have overlapping initia-
tives and it’s a double-edged sword.
Their site helps them get their informa-
tion out, but for the consumer, it’s a lot
of stuff to go through.”

According to Mogus, “There are two
sides to that story. If you're really strong
in your niche, then people will find you.”
“But,” he adds, “for the general organiza-
tions that want to reach the general
public, unfortunately there are still way
too many environmental groups out
there. Personally, I think that’s ultimately
not serving the needs of the movement.”

Concerns over privacy and email
spam continue to trouble the online
strategy. As does the “digital divide” The
technologically advanced and rich North
undeniably benefits from a wired world.
Despite the wealth of Northern nations,
computer access is not evenly distrib-
uted. And with little or no access to this
resource in the South, the disparity is
even more severe, where the ability to
share information and organize move-
ments is much needed but greatly
hindered.

While environmental consciousness
has been slowly growing in today’s
society, it remains to be seen if the
Internet can create a thrust of interest
and action that harkens back to the early
days of Greenpeace voyages.

A website is, after all, ineffectual
unless an interested person chooses to
visit it. “The online stuff is only one
component of doing grassroots works,”
says Bachrach. “Because the most impor-
tant thing is being in personal contact
with your members through events,
getting out on the street and talking to
people” @)

Laura D’Amelio is a freelance journalist
pursuing a Masters of Environmental
Studies at York University.

Oneworld.net provides a great resource for
people interested in learning more about the
challenges and successes of online activism:
www.oneworld.net/article/archive/5299



