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How Issues 
Are Forgotten 
When Police 
Cars Burn

At the WTO Ministerial Conference in Seattle 
in 1999, North America witnessed its largest 
ever mass protests as more than 40,000 demon-
strators took to the streets to make their voices 
heard on a range of issues surrounding globali-
zation. A small subsection of this group turned 
to violence, civil disobedience, and vandalism 

to make their voices heard. A tactic known as the ‘Black Bloc’, which 
had been known in Europe since the early 1980’s, came to symbolize 
an anti-globalization sentiment; a movement that was embraced by 
mainstream media due to television-friendly images of riot police 
firing tear-gas and masked protesters breaking windows. The media 
focused on violent protesters who aimed to have a ‘direct effect’ in 
shutting down the summit itself, as opposed to the overwhelming 
majority of peaceful protesters who preferred to make their voices 
heard through placards, marches, chants, and rallies. The grossly 

overexposed media coverage of the ‘Black Bloc’ seriously hampers 
the ability of legitimate protesters to get across their messages. The 
breadth of concerns raised by protesters in Seattle and Toronto are 
difficult to summarize in twenty or thirty second sound-bites on the 
evening news; without attempting to understand and analyze these 
concerns, we are ourselves part of the problem.

Since Seattle, investment in security at such global governance sum-
mits and meetings has skyrocketed. The recent G20 meeting in To-
ronto cost upward of $1 billion CDN, prompting questions of why 
these meetings take place at all, why they take place in cities, and 
what can be done to avoid the violence and destruction of property. 
The media’s role in ensuring the voices of all concerned are heard 
is central in avoiding the antagonistic showdowns that are now ex-
pected every time world leaders meet.
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In Seattle, the protests were largely cen-
tered around issues of globalization and 
capitalism. However the media at the time 
was quick to focus on two extreme groups: 
right-wing trade protectionists, and vague 
ideologically driven anti-globalization pro-
testers. The right-wingers were interested 
in blocking free global trade in order to 
protect domestic products and industries; 
grievances that were concrete and based in 
reality. The strictly anti-globalization group 
however simply didn’t exist.

There were however tens of thousands of 
protesters who wanted to raise issues with 
the current system of global trade, but a 
negligible number (if any) of them were 
against globalization as a broad concept. 
Specific issues included: WTO regulations 
that limit sovereign states’ ability to regulate 
foreign investment; WTO decisions made 
by private and unaccountable tribunals; lack 
of international representation (25 states 
met behind closed doors, while 110 states 
‘waited outside’); concern over corporate in-
fluence in trade negotiations; and increased 
dependence by developing economies on 
developed countries. A misunderstood is-
sue of major importance in Seattle was that 
of labor rights. While the WTO seeks to 
rightly increase labor rights and standards 
of work for workers in all states, its applica-
tion was seen to be heavy-handed and short 
sighted. Requiring certain conditions (such 
as working hours, sanitary standards, or 
medical benefits) seems on the surface to be 
a “good thing”. However the burden on de-
veloping economies to meet such standards 
is large, and the costs are often not passed 
on to the Western consumer. In developing 
economies, wages fall, quality decreases, and 
labor standards see little to no improvement 
at all. Protesters at Seattle argued that WTO 
standards effectively amounted to disguised 
protectionism, and changes to labor rights 
must come from domestic pressure. One 
suggested means to advance such pressure is 
through financial and technical assistance to 
domestic NGOs and institutions that have 
the ability to expose labor rights violations 
by multinationals and force them to change 
on a case-by-case basis. Such protests are 
certainly not anti-globalization but rather 
pro-democracy. They argue that interna-
tional trade is potentially beneficial to all, as 
long as it is fair.

This isn’t to say that the major issues being 
discussed at the summit itself were any less 

avoided by the media. Issues such as the 
outlawing of child labor, and agricultural 
subsidies in the European Union were both 
legitimate, controversial, and worthy of 
discussion. However due to the actions of 
protesters, the talks were frozen, the meet-
ing was cancelled, and postponed until the 
following spring in Switzerland.

In Toronto, again the anti-capitalist message 
overshadowed a multitude of less media-
friendly legitimate concerns. With the wide 
variety of heads of state in attendance, the 
summit was an opportunity to pro-
test any number of state-specific 
issues (including human rights 
violations in the context of the 
Arab-Israeli conflict; LGBTI 
rights in many nations, specifi-
cally African; indigenous rights 
in Canada; Canada’s stance on 
funding for reproductive rights; 
and general human rights 
violations in China, Rus-
sia, and USA among oth-
ers) and issues of the global 
economy such as fossil fuel 
subsidization and distortion 
of climate-change science. An-
other major issue, that fit with the 
official economic recovery theme of 
the summit, was bank bailouts. As 
put most succinctly by Sid Ryan of 
the Ontario Federation of Labor, “It 
wasn’t the workers of the world that 
caused the financial crisis. We don’t want 
to see a transfer of wealth from the public 
sector to the private sector.”

The one real issue that the media did run 
with was opposition to the summit itself, 
which was indeed widespread. Most news 
reports highlighted the high security cost 
of the summit (over $1.1 billion CDN, a 
figure described by Canadian Member of 
Parliament Olivia Chow as ‘obscene’), over-
reaction by police forces (1105 arrests, the 
largest mass arrests in Canadian history) 
and arrests or detention of reporters and ac-
credited photographers. An issue that wasn’t 
touched upon was the “sanitization” of the 
downtown core of Toronto: a euphemism 
for moving the homeless and sex-trade 
workers out of sight for the duration of the 
summit.

Again, as in Seattle, a number of impor-
tant issues were under discussion at the 
summit: reaffirmation of support for the 
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Millennium Development Goals; calls for 
continued support for Haiti; calls to bring 
a close to the Doha Development round 
of WTO negotiations; and discussions 

on sharing of best practices to avoid 
deepwater drilling catastrophes such 
as the recent Gulf of Mexico oil spill. 
A vague and non-committal outcome 
document was prepared by the close 
of the summit, a document that was 
briefly mentioned in mainstream 
publications as attention remained 
focused on the aftermath of police 
crackdowns.

If the summits inevitably fall vic-
tim to violent distractions, and 
the messages of both the protest-
ers and the governments involved 
are lost, then why are they held 
at all? With continued efforts to 

increase international coopera-
tion through global institutions and 

groups such as the WTO, IMF, G8, 
G20, and any number of UN organs, such 

meetings are arguably essential. However 
with guaranteed rights of freedom of associ-
ation and assembly in host nations, protests 
(peaceful and otherwise) cannot be avoided. 
The Black Bloc and movements like it have 
essentially won the first round; security and 
media hype have largely trumped issues. 

How to hold governance summits with-
out violent protest, while allowing 

legitimate civil society interac-
tion, will continue to be a dif-
ficult challenge.

There are four main 
actors in this story: 
media, governments, 

protesters, and the audience 
public. If we assume the ne-
cessity of these meetings, then 
each actor has its own responsi-

bility to contribute.

The media is the funnel and filter 
through which the actions around and the 
discussions within these summits pass, are 

but a wall of featureless riot police.

That is not to say that the state has an easy 
job in respecting both public safety and 
freedom of association. This is an incredibly 
delicate balance to which there are no easy 
answers. However in a modern democratic 
state, arresting over 1000 individuals and 
spending over $1 billion to accomplish it, is 
clearly not a pattern to copy for the future.

The protesters themselves obviously share 
the greatest responsibility. First is the re-
sponsibility to organize, elucidate, and pub-
lish a clear and simple message. Marching 
through the streets with a banner that reads 
“Oil Kills Babies” is neither informative nor 
constructive. Given the pervasiveness of so-
cial networking, political blogs, and inde-
pendent news websites, it is hard to believe 
that clearly articulated arguments cannot be 
put forth. Protesters must also avoid sensa-
tionalist tactics that grab attention without 
informing, and condemn violence and un-
constructive behavior. Are these goals too 
idealistic?

The final power rests in the hands of the 
general public who acts as the audience to 
these summits, these farces of democracy, 
reportage, and legitimate protests. Informa-
tion consumers must actively ask questions 
and participate, be politically aware, com-
municate their dissatisfaction to media, and 
avoid supporting news that sensational-
izes without informing. The Black Bloc and 
their ilk thrive on attention, like childish 
vandals but with larger weapons and more 
sinister motives. Ignoring and condemning 
their actions, while at the same time inform-
ing oneself about the real issues, is the only 
way to allow these arguably necessary global 
summits to continue.

It has been over ten years since Seattle, and 
the situation has only deteriorated. The 
world will watch the main G20 summit in 
Seoul next month to see how it compares 
to its Toronto preview. Likely the protest-
ing will be far less widespread for a variety 
of reasons, logistical (the summits are being 
held on artificial islands in the middle of 
the Han River), legal (certain legislated re-
strictions on mass demonstrations in South 
Korea), and cultural (a media less prone to 
criticism). However it is yet another test to 
see if the usefulness of global summits can 
outweigh their sometimes violent and dis-
ruptive reputations.

digested, and interpreted. Everybody knows 
that violence, drama, and tragedy make 
‘better’ news than factual reportage. How-
ever the media can take steps to strike a 
more reasonable balance between informing 
and entertaining. On the one hand, there 
are only so many times a photo of a burn-
ing police car is necessary. On the other 
hand, you may not have read this article if it 
weren’t for that photo itself.

A more central issue with regard to the me-
dia is independence from corporate inter-
ests. A major point of contention for many 
of the WTO protesters in Seattle was that 
multinational corporations were exerting 
control and influence over interstate trade 
negotiations. Unfortunately these same cor-
porations hold a certain amount of sway 
over the mega media conglomerates that 
plague the West (Rupert Murdoch, I’m 
looking at you). Federal oversight of the me-
dia is a start, but borders on infringement of 
freedom of expression.

If the state can’t, or shouldn’t, exercise more 
control over the traditional media, it has 
other options. First and foremost, the sum-
mits in question should feature increased 
civil society participation. Although previ-
ous G8 and G20 summits have given op-
portunities to NGOs and civil society or-
ganizations to brief national leaders and 
senior officials, the recent G8 and G20 
meetings in Canada did not. There was a 
laughable pre-sessional meeting in Vancou-
ver two months prior to the summits, but 
only a handful of low level ministerial aides 
attended. If these groups aren’t given an au-
dience to air their grievances in an official 
capacity, then clearly they will choose to do 
so loudly and publically.

Secondly, security concerns must be ad-
dressed proactively. This does not mean 
building a security fence and shipping in 
hundreds of ill-trained police from rural 
areas. It means choosing a more reasonable 
location to hold the summit that doesn’t risk 
converting a downtown core into an area of 
quasi-martial law. Police who have no riot 
experience must be given more intensive 
training and preparation and be better pre-
pared to communicate their intentions to 
peaceful protesters. Too many times during 
the G20 protests in Toronto were bystand-
ers “kettled” into police blockades, given no 
clear opportunity to leave the area, or an 
opportunity to communicate with anything 

(Pictured) One of the estimated 
10,000 police officers on duty dur-
ing the Toronto G20 meeting, rep-
resenting a 1:1.5 ratio with the 
15,000 dignitaries and journalists 
in attendance
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