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Race on to tackle climate change

This week the Kyoto Protocol comes into force, marking a new step in international efforts to deal with climate change, which more and more people believe to be the world’s most serious problem.  It is thus a good time to review the key issues and the targets to be set if climate change is to be tackled.
-----------------------------------------------------
This week marks an important milestone in international affairs, and especially for the global environment.  
For on 16 February, the Kyoto Protocol comes into force.  It is the first international treaty that binds countries to commitments to limit and reduce the amount of carbon dioxide and other “Greenhouse gases” that are pumped into the atmosphere.
As is now well known, the increase of these gases is inducing the world’s climate to change, with disastrous effects.  In fact, many scientists and political leaders now believe that climate change is one of the most critical problems facing the world, and even the single most important. 
There’s good reason for that.  If present trends continue, on a “business as usual” basis, the average global temperature will increase and cause the sea water level to rise, as the ocean expands, and as the massive ice sheets over Greenland and the Antarctica melts.

The rising sea water will flood large parts of many countries.  Agriculture will be disrupted, marine life and biodiversity will be affected, and so too will human health.

And the situation is expected to worsen.  Even if action is taken today, it will take many decades or even centuries before the temperature can stabilize. Yet the actions so far are “too little, too late.”
The coming into force of the Kyoto Protocol thus provides a little ray of hope that cuts into the gloom.  The protocol, established in 1997 under the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, took eight years to come into force because for that to happen, industrialized countries responsible for 55% of these countries’ total Greenhouse gas emissions had to ratify the protocol.  
A crisis developed when the United States, which is responsible for 36% of the industrialized countries’ greenhouse gases, pulled out of the protocol altogether.   

Fortunately, Russia ratified the protocol last November, bringing the share of emissions from industrialized countries that have ratified to 61%, and three months later, the Kyoto Protocol comes into force.

Thus, the rest of the world is agreeing to move ahead with actions to combat climate change around a common framework, even if the US, the world’s largest emitter of Greenhouse gases, is unwilling to do so. Australia has also decided not to ratify.
Under the protocol’s terms, the industrialized countries have taken binding commitments to cut their emissions by a certain date (up to 2012) and by a certain percentage from their 1990 levels. The targets vary for different countries, as several countries pleaded at a 2001 meeting that they are special cases.    
It was agreed at Kyoto that the developing countries do not need to commit to cut their emissions, in recognition of the fact that it is the developed nations that have been mainly responsible since the industrial revolution for the gas emissions since that have brought on the climate crisis.
Moreover, it was recognized that the developing countries have low per capita emission levels compared to the developed countries, and that they have the right to some “space” to increase their emissions as they develop their economies.  
The US cited this “exemption” for developing countries as a major reason for not wanting to join the protocol.  Also, other developed countries are now pressing for developing countries (or at least some of them) to also commit to emission reduction in the near future.   
So far the developing countries have not agreed to do so, arguing that the industrialized nations have themselves not yet lived up to their Kyoto commitments, and thus the poorer countries should not yet be asked to make binding commitments. 
Indeed, not only have many countries not yet reduced their emissions in line with their commitments, but their emissions have actually increased above their 1990 levels.  For example, the United Kingdom agreed to a 12.5% reduction, but its carbon dioxide emissions have grown.  And according to one estimate, carbon emissions in the US have risen by 12% compared to 1990 levels and is predicted to rise to 30% above the 1990 levels by 2012.      
The scenario on climate change revolves around a number of key relationships and figures.   
Firstly, emissions of the Greenhouse gases have grown tremendously due to the burning of fossil fuels, resulting mainly from industrial activities and motor transportation.  
Secondly, this has led to a build up of the carbon dioxide level in the atmosphere.  In April 2004, the carbon dioxide concentration was 379 parts per million (ppm), compared to the pre-industrial level of 280 ppm.
Thirdly, the carbon dioxide build up is made worse by the increasing loss of forests, which act as “carbon sinks” that absorb the gas and prevent its release in the atmosphere.

Fourthly, the increase of carbon dioxide and other gases in the atmosphere enhances the “Greenhouse Effect” (in which more heat is generated), thus leading to temperatures rising.  Based on data  from the UN’s intergovernmental panel on climate change, it is estimated that the mean global surface temperature has increased by about 0.3 to 0.6 degree Celsius since the late 19th century to now, and an increase of 0.2 to 0.3 degree over the last 40 years.  
And fifthly, a significant rise in temperature can trigger several events, such as melting of the ice sheets, the death of some significant marine life and other biodiversity, and effects on agriculture and human health.
Scientists and policy makers are now busy trying to understand these relationships more precisely, and to set targets for what needs to be done. This target setting is proceeding along the following lines.
Firstly, a figure is set as to the rate of temperature increase the world can take, beyond which a disastrous chain of events will be triggered.
A report of the International Climate Change Task Force (set up by three policy think tanks in the UK, US and Australia, and of which I am a member) has recommended that a long-term objective be established to prevent global average temperature from rising more than 2 degrees Celsius above the pre-industrial level (in the year 1750), to limit the extent and magnitude of climate change impacts.
According to the report, beyond the 2 degrees level, the risks to human societies and ecosystems grow significantly.  Average temperature increases larger than this will entail substantial agricultural losses, greatly increased numbers of people at risk of water shortages, and widespread adverse health impacts.
Exceeding this could also imperil a very high proportion of the world’s coral reefs and cause irreversible damage to ecosystems including the Amazon rainforest.  
Abobe the 2 degree level, the risks of abrupt, accelerated or runaway climate change also increase.  The possibilities include reaching tipping points leading to the loss of West Antarctic and Greenland ice sheets (which could raise sea levels more than ten meters over a few centuries), the shutdown of the thermohaline ocean circulation (and with it, the Gulf Stream), and the transformation of the planet’s forests and soils from a net sink of carbon to a net source of carbon.
Secondly, a figure is set for the maximum permissible level of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere. The task force report says that the carbon dioxide concentration in the atmosphere should not exceed 400 ppm, which is the level associated with limiting the increase in global average temperature to 2 degrees.
Thirdly, since the carbon dioxide concentration (which was 379 ppm in March 2004) is likely to rise above 400 ppm in coming decades (and far higher in a business-as-usual scenario), action is urgently needed to reduce emissions of all greenhouse gases, as to protect and expand the capacity of forests and soils to draw down carbon dioxide from the atmosphere.   
The figures will have to be worked out, as to how much gas emission reduction is required overall to bring the carbon dioxide level down at least to 400 ppm in the future.

From that overall figure, it has then to be determined and discussed what are the maximum levels of emissions each country (or category of countries) is permitted to have, and the rates of emission reductions that each country has to achieve, within a specific time frame.
The exercise will be complicated further by the question of whether to continue with the principle that only developed countries be required to make binding commitments.  If so, how should those developed countries that refuse to join the Kyoto Protocol be treated?

And if the developing countries are to be drawn in, shouldn’t it be on a non-binding basis, at least until the developed countries show some results?  If they are to be drawn into commitments (binding or voluntary) eventually, it should be on the basis of respect for equity, for example, that each person is entitled to a certain level of emission.
How can this key principle be factored in, when the calculations are made, on how much more the world can take, and how fast countries should reduce their emissions, if we are to avoid a climate-change catastrophe?
________________________________________________________________________
  
Global Trends by Martin Khor
For Star, Monday 21 February 2005
More needs to be done on climate

It was the best environmental event for years, when the Kyoto protocol to counter global warming came into force last week.  But there was also reminders from prominent UN leaders and scientists that the treaty only deals with the tip of a giant iceberg and much more needs to be done. 
--------------------------------------------------------
Two separate but related news items last week captured the importance of the environment and especially of the effects of climate and nature on the world.
They are about the coming into force of the Kyoto treaty on climate change and the loss suffered by Asian fishing communities due to the tsunami.
On 16 February, environmentalists and policy makers celebrated the best ecological event in recent times -- the coming into force of the Kyoto protocol on global warming.
According to the protocol, which is under the 1992 UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), industrialized countries are to reduce their combined emissions of six major greenhouse gases during the five-year period from 2008 to 2012 to below1990 levels. So far 128 Member States have ratified the treaty.

For example, the European Union and Japan are obliged to cut their emissions by 8%  and 6% respectively.  Achieving the Kyoto targets will require some technological or lifestyle changes enabling the reduction of pollution caused by industries and motor vehicles.
Top United Nations officials used the occasion to urge more action.  The UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan called on world leaders to place even more limits on greenhouse gases. "By itself, the Protocol will not save humanity from the dangers of climate change," he said in a video message to a celebratory ceremony in Kyoto, where it was negotiated in 1997. 
"So let us celebrate today, but let us not be complacent. I call on the world community to be bold, to adhere to the Kyoto Protocol, and to act quickly in taking the next steps. There is no time to lose.”
The biggest drawback to the protocol was the withdrawal in 2001 of the United States, by far the world’s biggest emitter of “greenhouse gases”, from the protocol.  
This caused the protocol members to have a crisis of identity of sorts.  But the other states recovered, renewed their commitment and have forged ahead with plans to implement the treaty, without US involvement.
For the protocol to come into force, 55 Parties to the UNFCCC must ratify it, including the developed countries whose combined 1990 emissions of carbon dioxide exceed 55 per cent of that group's total. Russia, with 17 per cent, took the official step in November, pushing the amount beyond the threshold, enabling the protocol to enter into force.
Last Wednesday, the UN Environment Programme chief, Klaus Topfer, countered the claim that the Protocol "is more dead than alive" without the United States, which accounts for about 24 per cent of global fossil fuel-related carbon dioxide emissions.

"While the US Government has decided against the Kyoto treaty, many individual states in America are adopting or planning to adopt greenhouse gas reductions in line with the spirit of the Protocol," he said.  

But he also called for more action.  "We must act swift and sure to go beyond Kyoto," he said. "We must put the planet on course for the up to 60 per cent cuts in greenhouse gas emissions needed to conserve the climate."

Mr. Toepfer drew a "terrifying" picture of the impact of global warming drawn from recent reports, "a vision of a planet spinning out of control."  He noted that the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), the scientific body set up by the UN, concluded that global temperatures may rise by as much as 5.8 degrees centigrade by 2100 without action.

Another report, launched a few weeks ago by the International Climate Change Task Force, argues that even a two degree rise could take the planet past a point of "no return," he said, adding that “many of the past theoretical forecasts are sadly coming to pass."

The effects of climate change and sea level rise were also highlighted by Anwarul Chowdhury, the UN High Representative for the Least Developed Countries, Landlocked Developing Countries and Small Island Developing States.

"Never before has the negative impact of climate change been more evident than the recent devastating weather conditions resulting in widespread hurricanes, cyclones, tropical storms, tidal waves, tsunamis in various parts of the world, particularly affecting small island developing states. These small countries are the most vulnerable to global climate change," he said.
It would appear that at this historic point, when the Kyoto protocol came into force, there is an emerging consensus that the world should adopt the following targets:  

To keep the rise in average global temperature to a maximum of 2 degrees centigrade. 

This would mean limiting the amount of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere to a maximum of 400 parts per million. 
To reduce greenhouse gas emissions by about 60% below the present levels, in order to achieve the above two targets. 
It is obvious from the above that the current Kyoto protocol is not enough, as it only obliges the developed country members to cut their gas emissions by 2012 to around 5 to 10 per cent below their 1990 levels.
Even to meet these inadequate target will be a hard task.  Meanwhile, negotiations under the protocol will intensify on new commitments for countries beyond 2012.  
Whether to accept new global targets required to seriously deal with the problem, such as cutting global emissions by 60%, and how to divide the responsibilities and obligations among countries, will probably constitute the most important and difficult set of international negotiations of the next several years.
The devastating effect that changes in natural conditions can have was brought home again last week with the release of new data on the loss to fisheries resources resulting from the recent Sumatra earthquake and its associated tsunami.
According to the Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO), there were losses of US$520 million suffered by the fishing sector of the seven worst-affected countries, with over 111,000 vessels destroyed or damaged, 36,000 engines lost and 1.7 million units of fishing gear ruined.       

The FAO has a strategy to rehabilitate fisheries and aquaculture along the lines of “sustainable and responsible fishing in the region” as the sector gets back on its feet.       

"We should not recreate one of the major problems within fisheries prior to the tsunami: over-capacity in the coastal fisheries," FAO Fishery Technology Service head Jeremy Turner said today. "To simplify, that means too many boats, too much fishing effort. We must ensure that we do not surpass the level of fishing capacity that was there before the disaster."       
The cause of the tsunami was not linked to climate change.  It was due to a natural phenomenon, a gigantic earthquake in the seabed.
But the tsunami did give us an idea of the awful consequences that may arise if global warming were to continue without action on our part:  the rise in sea levels caused by the warming of the oceans and the melting of the icesheets can have devastating effects on communities in many countries with coastlines.
________________________________________________________________________
  

Global Trends by Martin Khor
For Star, Monday 13 June 2005

Will G8 make progress on climate change? 

The Group of 8 rich countries meet next month in Scotland, with climate change being a major agenda item.   Most leaders agree there must be a breakthrough for the needed urgent action to be taken.  But the United States is expected to block progress.  Will Prime Minister Blair at last succeed in getting President Bush to go along with him on at least this topic?
--------------------------------------------------------

When the Group of 8 leaders meet early next month in Gleneagles in Scotland, the host, British Prime Minister Tony Blair hopes to get two important results:  a commitment to help African development, and a credible plan to combat climate change.
Blair would like to have a legacy of having done something good of world significance during his term of office, to offset the blemish to his image from having gone to war in Iraq.

The first of his G8 goals, to help Africa, appears to be going quite well.  Last weekend the G8 finance ministers met in London, with  initial reports of progress in plans for debt relief and aid for Africa.
Whether these constitute a real breakthrough, or are more in the nature of shifting one type of aid to another without a significant overall increase, will be subjected to deeper analysis in the next days. 
Hopefully world leaders will vote to do give more space to African countries to get out of the trap of debt, lack of finance, and poor terms of trade.  Other poor countries outside of Africa also deserve similar treatment.
On the second goal, to get the rich countries to commit to seriously tackle the crisis of climate change, Blair appears to be having a tougher time.
The main reason is that the United States administration is unwilling to commit to a global framework of action.  President George Bush pulled the US out of the Kyoto Protocol.  His government even challenges whether climate change is taking place or whether it is a serious problem.   
Emissions of greenhouse gases (especially carbon dioxide) which heat the world’s atmosphere, has gone up significantly in the US, when measures should have been taken to get them down.
When Blair met with Bush in Washington last week, he did not make progress in persuading the US to rejoin the global framework, which will remain weak without the US, as it is by far the greatest polluter.  
It should by now be no surprise why the US government is so reluctant to join the Kyoto Protocol and why it rejects the virtual world scientific consensus that human-induced climate change is a genuine problem which is now at crisis proportions.
President Bush himself, his Vice President Dick Cheney and other key members of his administration were all linked to the oil industry before they took power in the White House.  They can be expected to protect oil interests.  
The main measure for controlling climate change is to cut the use of fossil fuels including oil, so the oil industry would like to portray climate change as not a serious issue.
On 9 June, the London-based Guardian reported how a former oil industry lobbyist edited the Bush administration’s official policy papers on climate change to play down the link between greenhouse gas emissions and global warming.
As Chief of Staff for the White House environment council, Philip Cooney watered down government scientific papers on climate change and played up uncertainties.  Cooney, a law graduate with no scientific training, had performed a similar role in his previous job for the American Petroleum Institute, a lobby group representing Exxon Mobil and oil companies that focuses on challenging the scientific consensus on climate change.
Documents released by the Government Accountability Project and published in New York Times show handwritten notes by Cooney deleting or editing paragraphs drafted by government scientists.
In a section assessing the evidence for climate change, he inserted “significant and fundamental” before the word “uncertainties.”   In another part, he put in the word “extremely” in the sentence:  “The attribution of the causes of biological and ecological changes to climate change or variability is extremely difficult.”   These were only two examples.
According to Kert Davies of Greenpeace USA, Conney is still doing his old job for the American Petroleum Institute, and that Institute is now working within the White House.  He said Cooney’s influence goes beyond manipulating documents, but is that of gatekeeper for White House climate policy, determining whose views are heard.
The consequences of this “policy capture” of US policy by the oil industry are serious indeed, since the national government will not curb emissions but likely allow them to increase.  Can the new set of commitments that will soon have to be made under the Kyoto Protocol be viable without US participation?
At the G8 Summit, Blair and perhaps a few other leaders will try to put some more pressure on Bush.  However, Blair has had a poor record of influencing Bush in the past, and hopefully the reverse will not happen instead, of Bush persuading Blair to drop the issue altogether. 
Robin Cook, the former UK Foreign Secretary, says “it is a tragedy that at this moment in history the world has to negotiate with an American administration that is saturated in US oil interests…The test of success at the G8 summit on climate change is whether Bush is compelled to sign up to conclusions that accept there is a pressing problem and that the US must be part of the solution to it.”
A report of the International Climate Change Task Force, set up by the UK government to give an input to the G8 summit, has recommended a target to prevent global average temperature from rising more than 2 degrees Celsius above the pre-industrial level (in the year 1750).
Beyond the 2 degrees level, the risks to human societies and ecosystems grow significantly.  Average temperature increases larger than this will entail substantial agricultural losses, widespread adverse impacts on health and water supply, imperil coral reefs, cause irreversible damage to the Amazon rainforest and risk the loss of West Antarctic and Greenland ice sheets, with massive sea level rise.

The task force says that the carbon dioxide concentration in the atmosphere should not exceed 400 parts per million (ppm), which is the level associated with limiting the increase in global average temperature to 2 degrees.
Since the carbon dioxide concentration (which was 379 ppm in March 2004) is likely to rise above 400 ppm in coming decades, action is urgently needed to reduce emissions.

The figures will have to be worked out, as to how much gas emission reduction is required overall to bring the carbon dioxide level down at least to 400 ppm in the future. From that overall figure, it has then to be discussed what are the maximum levels of emissions each country is permitted to have, and the rates of emission reductions that each country has to achieve, within a specific time frame.
The present Kyoto Protocol obliges only developed countries be required to make binding commitments.  So far they are far behind in meeting present commitments.
The US wants developing countries to also commit to reducing emissions, but they are refusing to do so until the developed countries meet their commitments, and unless an  equitable system is worked out.  This could be based, for example, on the principle that each person is entitled to a certain level of emission and that reductions should come in only when a country has exceeded its right to the level of permitted per capita emission. 

The politics of climate change will undoubtedly see its next big chapter at the G8 Summit.  How it will play out is anybody’s guess at this point.
________________________________________________________________________

Global Trends by Martin Khor
For Star, Monday 11 September 2006

Act now on climate, leaders told

At the Asia-Europe Summit held the past few days in Helsinki, the political leaders were told to make climate change a top priority in their future discussions and cooperation activities.  It is the world’s gravest threat, signs of adverse effects are already evident, and greater catastrophe awaits if emission-reduction measures are not taken immediately.
--------------------------------------------------------  
Among the topics at the Asia-Europe Summit held at Helsinki last weekend was the crisis of climate change.
It is an issue that will increasingly haunt us.  The United Kingdom government’s chief scientific adviser Sir David King has said:  “Climate change is a far greater threat to the world than international terrorism.”

In Helsinki, an Asia-Europe Dialogue on the Climate Challenge was held last week on the eve of the Summit.  Present were policy makers, parliamentarians, scientists and NGOs.  Malaysian participants included two Members of Parliament, Hasni Mohammad and Dr.Ago Anak Dagang, and myself.
Organised by the Finnish Ministries of Foreign Affairs and of the Environment, the dialogue highlighted the latest scientific facts and discussed what can be done.
The effects of climate change are already being experienced in the form of extreme weather events including severe floods, droughts and storms, while glaciers are shrinking.

Scientists at the meeting said that this century global temperatures could rise by 6 degrees centigrade, a level which threatens human survival.  Anything beyond an increase of 2 degrees would be intolerable.
To limit temperature rise to 2 degrees, developed countries have to reduce their emissions of greenhouse gases below the 1990 level by 15-30 per cent by 2020 and 60-80 per cent by 2050.
Very little progress has been made.  The European Commission’s climate change director Jos Delbeke said Europe’s emissions today were only 1 percent below the 1990 level, whereas Europe is obliged under the Kyoto Protocol to reduce by 8 per cent by 2012.
He was confident the target could be reached through increase in energy efficiency and renewable energy, plus emission trading.  But responding to a question, he could not give any convincing reason for his optimism, agreeing that the worst area was transport as vehicle emissions rose 33%.
A sad reflection of the state of policy is that few participants had faith in politicians in taking the lead.  Instead the role of religious leaders was stressed.  If they can speak up on the lifestyle changes needed, the world will have a chance.
The Finnish Foreign Minister Erkki Tuomioja was perhaps an exception.  He drew graphs showing the climate situation had passed crisis point, and asked participants to pile the pressure on Ministers to keep them on their toes.
He advocated the equity principle in a global solution:  take the total carbon dioxide amount that the world can sustainably absorb, divide that by the world population to get the per capita carbon dioxide that is the right of each person to emit.  Those countries over-emitting carbon beyond their rights would have to pay those countries that emit less than their entitlement.
The “fairness” principle was stressed throughout the meeting.  While China and India are blamed for their increasing share of global emissions, it was pointed out that in per capita terms their pollution levels are far below those of the United States and Europe.

In the Kyoto Protocol, only developed countries are obliged to reduce their emissions. This is in recognition of their historical and present huge contribution to the build-up of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere.
Negotiations have started for the next round of commitments beyond 2012.  Developed countries are trying to find ways to get developing countries to begin to commit to emission reductions.
But the latter are resisting.  They argue that the rich countries have not yet fulfilled their targets and that emissions per capita are still low in developing countries, which should thus be given the space for economic growth (which would be curbed if they have to limit their emissions).
One way to bridge the gap is for the rich countries to transfer climate-friendly technology to developing countries, so that they can grow economically with less emissions.
The European Commission is setting aside funds for this, for example to help China develop a zero-emission coal plant.
But the rate of technology transfer may be too little and too late. One hurdle pointed out at the dialogue was the role of intellectual property.  
Companies owning the patents for safer chemicals to replace the ozone-depleting CFC and halon chemicals have previously refused to allow Indian companies to make these substitutes, even when the latter were willing to pay royalties.
There is a danger that the same problem will block the spread of climate-friendly technologies, unless the global patent laws are changed, or those governments that fund innovation insist that the technologies are not privately patented.
Out of the dialogue came a Message to the political leaders of the Asia-Europe Summit, calling on them to make climate change a top priority, and to arrange for technology transfer and multiplying financial aid.
“We urge leaders to continue discussions on the future global climate regime to agree on a global equitable climate protection after the Kyoto protocol,” it said.   

  

________________________________________________________________________
Global Trends by Martin Khor
For Star, Monday 6 Nov 2006
Climate change moves up global agenda

Climate change is rapidly moving up the global policy agenda as new reports are published almost daily showing how serious the problem is, and that action is needed now.  Last week, a new British report showed that 20% of world income could be wiped out by climate change. But another report shows that the rich countries are not meeting the emission-reduction targets.
--------------------------------------------------------
Two new reports last week threw new light on the magnitude of the climate change problem and how difficult it will be to deal with it.
There is no doubt that climate change is fast rising up the global agenda.  
The reports are the Stern Review on the Economics of Climate Change (launched in London on 30 October) and a report on the emission reduction performance of developed countries (issued also on 30 October by the secretariat of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change).
The first report affirms that economic catastrophe will result from a “business as usual” approach and calls for drastic action now.  The second report shows how far away this needed action is, as the developed countries have generally increased rather than decreased their Greenhouse Gas emissions (despite their Kyoto Protocol obligations).  

The 700-page report by former World Bank chief economist Nicholas Stern was released with great publicity by British Prime Minister Tony Blair and his likely successor Gordon Brown.
Its main value is placing an economic dimension to the scientific and political policy debate on climate change.  Its message is that action has to be taken now to avert an economic catastrophe.  It takes an investment of 1% of world GNP now to act in order to avert a 5 to 20 per cent fall in GNP caused by climate change in future.
But in fact it is going to be extremely difficult to get the developed countries, which are the main source of the climate problem (historically as well as presently) to even begin to undertake the massive changes needed to cut Greenhouse Gas emissions by the very steep levels required.
The Stern review accepts the emerging (or rather the emerged) scientific consensus that to avert a major environmental catastrophe, global warming must be limited to no more than 2 degrees above the pre-industrial temperature.
Taking this as the yardstick, the review says that to avert climate catastrophe the Greenhouse gas in the atmosphere must be stabilized at between 450 and 550 ppm of carbon dioxide (CO2) equivalent.  The current level is 430ppm of CO2 equivalent, and it is rising at more than 2ppm each year.
“Stabilisation in this range would require emissions to be at least 25% below current levels by 2050 and perhaps much more,” says Stern.  “Ultimately, stabilization, at whatever level, requires that annual emissions be brought down to more than 80% below current levels.”
Looking at these figures, one has to conclude that to achieve the targets will require tremendous re-organisation not only of energy use but social organization and lifestyles.  But neither the political leadership and will nor the public opinion in the developed countries in recent years have been up to the task.  
This seems to be evident from the Greenhouse Gas Data 2006 report by the UNFCCC (UN Framework Convention on Climate Change) secretariat.
The report said that greenhouse gas emissions by industrialized countries showed a "worrying" upward trend in the 2000-2004 period.
Although the overall emissions by these countries dropped 3.3% in the 1990-2004 period, this was mostly due to a 36.8 per cent decrease by economies in transition of eastern and central Europe (EITs).
Shockingly, the other industrialized Parties of the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change registered an increase of 11%.  
The Kyoto Protocol requires industrialized countries to reduce greenhouse emissions by an average of 5% below 1990 levels in its first commitment period between 2008 and 2012.
"The worrying fact is that EITs, which were mostly responsible for the overall emissions reductions of industrialized countries so far, as a group have experienced an emission increase of 4.1% in the period 2000-2004," UNFCCC Executive Secretary Yvo de Boer said when launching the report in Bonn.
"This means that industrialized countries will need to intensify their efforts to implement strong policies which reduce greenhouse gas emissions," he added. The report constitutes the first complete set of data submitted by all 41 industrialized Parties. The United States, the world's biggest emitter of greenhouse gases, is not a party.
Emission reductions are urgently required in the transport sector but they seem to be especially difficult to achieve, growing by 23.9% from 1990 to 2004, the report noted.

Despite (or perhaps due to) the bleak statistics that indicate that many developed countries are not on track to cut their emissions, the UNFCCC report held up an “escape route” for countries that cannot meet their emission reduction targets.
That escape route is for those under-performing developed countries to fund climate-friendly projects in developing countries and thus earn “credits” allowing them to continue emitting Greenhouse Gases above their permitted level.
Thus, the UNFCCC data is really gloomy as it show an overall lack of action on the part of industrialized countries, and even then excluding the US, which itself has one of the poorest records.  According to one estimate, the United States’ emission level in 2005 was 12% above the 1990 level and could rise to 30% above that level in 2012.
Thus, the upbeat and optimistic tone with which the UNFCC’s top official launched the report contradicts the seriousness of the situation.  After all the Kyoto Protocol targets are already grossly inadequate. 
If many of the industrialized countries are unable to meet their reduction targets under this inadequate regime, and are on the contrary on track to actually increase their emissions, the UNFCCC should be (but is not) sounding big alarm bells.
The alarm bells were instead rung by the Stern report.  It endorses the view that there is overwhelming scientific evidence that climate change is a serious global threat demanding an urgent global response. It then makes a simple conclusion – that the benefits of strong and early action far outweigh the economic costs of not acting. 

This week the battle to tackle climate change shifts to Nairobi, where the annual meeting of the Climate Change Convention takes place. 
A lot of headed discussion is expected to take place, but no critical action is expected.

  

________________________________________________________________________
Global Trends by Martin Khor
For Star, Monday 5 February 2007

Beware, global warming is here to stay

The latest scientific report on climate change, launched last Friday, says there is no doubt it is already taking place and things will get far worse.
------------------------------------------------------ 
The media is filled with news on the report on global warming issued by the world’s top climate scientists last Friday.

It may seem strange that its biggest message is that global warming is really taking place, and that human activity is almost certainly the cause. After all, haven’t we known that for years?
Well, these scientists had to come up with such a consensus document as some influential parties have, till now, been denying it.
Most important had been the Bush administration of the United States.  It had withdrawn from the Kyoto Protocol, which committed developed countries to bring down their Greenhouse Gas emissions.
From time to time, statements have come out of the White House that even appeared to doubt the reality or cause of climate change.
Then there are some oil companies that deny that the burning of  fossil fuels by humans have led to climate change. They fear that admitting this would lead to disciplines to reduce oil use.
And there are also a few scientists left who have doubted whether global warming is taking place or how serious that is.
These doubters have thrown some cold water on the policy-makers’ will to act.

The value of the report of the inter-governmental panel on climate change (IPCC) is that it dismisses once and for all the doubts that global warming is caused by humans.
It says that there is “unequivocal” evidence that the world is warming, and that there is a 90% probability that it is caused by human activity.
The IPCC will issue another three reports this year, which will have more detailed information and be more controversial, as they are expected to suggest what actions are needed.
Last week’s report gave frightening enough information. Climate change and its many damaging effects are already taking place.
The recent Johore flood is evidence of this.  Several Malaysian scientists have already explained how climate change contributed to the floods. 
The IPCC report describes how changes are already taking place in the atmosphere, the oceans and glaciers and ice caps.  Signs of extreme temperatures include heat waves, new wind patterns, worsening drought in some regions, heavier rain in others, melting glaciers and Arctic ice and rising global average sea levels. 
Some basic figures will help us understand the report better. The level of carbon dioxide (the main Greenhouse gas that causes global warming) in the atmosphere was 280 parts per million (ppm) in the pre-industrial era.  It rose to 379 ppm in 2005.

The higher the carbon dioxide in the atmosphere, the warmer will the world be. There would be catastrophic effects if the average global temperature were to rise by 2 degrees or more above the pre-industrial level.
The IPCC report concludes that:
*          If atmospheric concentrations of greenhouse gases (GHG) double compared to pre-industrial levels, this would “likely” cause an average warming of around 3°C.
*          A GHG level of 650 ppm would “likely” warm the global climate by around 3.6°C, while 750 ppm would lead to a 4.3°C warming, 1,000 ppm to 5.5°C and 1,200 ppm to 6.3°C.  Future GHG levels will depend on economic growth, new technologies, policies and other factors.
*          The world’s average surface temperature has increased by around 0.74°C over the past 100 years (1906 - 2005). Eleven of the last 12 years have been among the 12 warmest years since modern records began around 1850. A warming of about 0.2°C is projected for each of the next two decades.
*          The sea-level is estimated to rise due to ocean expansion and glacier melt by the end of the century (compared to 1989 –1999 levels) by 28 - 58 cm.  However, it could rise by up to one metre by 2100 if ice sheets continue to melt as temperature rises.
*          The last time the polar regions were significantly warmer than at present for an extended period (about 125,000 years ago), reductions in polar ice volume caused the sea level to rise by 4 to 6 m.
*          Sea ice is projected to shrink in the Arctic and Antarctic regions. Large areas of the Arctic Ocean could lose year-round ice cover by the end of the 21st century. The extent of Arctic sea ice has already shrunk by about 2.7% per decade since 1978, with the summer minimum declining by about 7.4% per decade.
*          Snow cover has decreased in most regions. The maximum extent of frozen ground in the winter/spring season decreased by about 7% in the Northern Hemisphere over the latter half of the 20th century. 
*          It is “very likely” that precipitation will increase at high latitudes and “likely” it will decrease over most subtropical land regions. It is “very likely” that the upward trend in hot extremes and heat waves will continue. The duration and intensity of drought has increased over wider areas since the 1970s.
The report launched last week was a summary for policy makers of “Climate Change 2007: The Physical Science Basis.”  It was produced by some 600 authors from 40 countries. 

The IPCC’s second report on climate impacts and adaptation will be launched in on 6 April, the third report on mitigation will be launched in May and the Synthesis Report will be adopted on 16 November.

  
________________________________________________________________________

Global Trends by Martin Khor
For Star, Monday 9 April 2007

Asia at risk from climate change

Last week came a second authoritative report on climate change, this time showing the horrific effects on Asia and other regions.  It is time for complacency to give way to quick action to save future generations from climate catastrophe.
---------------------------------------------------------   
Asia will be one of the regions worst affected by climate change, whose effects are already being felt.
Billions of people will be at increased risk of flooding in the Asian mega-deltas, where many of Asia’s cities as well as highly-populated coastal areas are located.
This is one of four areas in the world considered to be the most vulnerable to climate change, according to Dr Martin Parry, co-chairman of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC).
The other three areas are the arctic, where temperatures are rising fast and ice is melting; sub-Saharan Africa, where dry areas are forecast to get dryer; and small islands because of their inherent lack of capacity to adapt.
The IPCC launched its second 2007 report in Brussels last Friday.  Authored by hundreds of environmental scientists and endorsed by over a hundred governments, the report’s main theme is that the poorest people in the world will be the hardest hit by the effects of climate change.
Details on how different continents and regions are already being affected, and will be affected even worse in future, are provided.
They show that developing countries will suffer the most.  In some ways climate change will even have positive effects on some developed regions.
This is an important finding because until now many governments in developing countries have not taken the climate threat seriously. They think it is a problem that mainly affects the developed countries, or that it is something that will occur in the far-away future.  Or worse, that climate change was something dreamt of by the West to curb the energy use and economic growth of the developing countries.
Last week’s IPCC report should dispel at least the first two of these assumptions.  The effects are already being felt now.
Moreover, the regions most affected are in the developing world.  In Asia, says the IPCC  report, the following will be the likely impacts of climate change:
Coastal areas, especially heavily-populated mega delta regions in South, East and Southeast Asia, will be at greatest risk due to increased flooding from the sea and in some mega-deltas flooding from the rivers. 
Freshwater availability in Central, South and Southeast Asia is projected to decrease due to climate change which (along with population growth and increasing demand because of higher standards of living) could affect more than half a billion  people by the 2050s. 
Glacier melt in the Himalayas is projected to increase flooding, and rock avalanches from destabilized slopes and affect water supplies in the next two or three decades.  This will be followed by decreased river flows as the glaciers recede. 
Since Malaysia is made up of so much coastal areas, the IPCC report needs to be taken especially seriously.  On the threat of flooding, it adds that:  “Many millions more people are projected to be flooded every year due to sea-level rise by the 2080s.
“Those densely-populated and low-lying areas where adaptive capacity is low and which already face tropical storms or low coastal subsidence are especially at risk.  The numbers affected will be largest in the mega-deltas of Asia and Africa while small islands are especially vulnerable.”
Also, coastal wetlands including salt marshes and mangroves will be negatively affected by sea-level rise.
In interviews at the report launching, IPCC officials warned that even if measures are now taken to combat gas emissions that cause climate change, the effects of climate change will be felt for many decades ahead because of the polluting activities of the past 200 years.
Since the developed countries have been mainly responsible for the past and present “Greenhouse gas” emissions, they must take on the bulk of the actions to curb the present and future emissions.  
So far they have failed to meet even the inadequate targets set up under the Kyoto Protocol.  And the developing countries have until now not been adamant that the rich countries take effective action.

This complacency on all sides should now end, since the science of climate change has become clearer with the IPCC reports.  In May, the IPCC will release its third report, this time focusing on the actions that can and must be taken.
It is time for citizens all over the world to pay close attention and to demand action from their leaders.  After all, it is our children and their children who will bear much of the burden of the climate crisis.  And we shouldn’t have them blame us for not doing enough.  
________________________________________________________________________
  
Global Trends by Martin Khor
For Star, Monday 7 May 2007

Averting climate chaos at a small price
Preventing catastrophic climate change is still possible, but only if the world is willing to undertake drastic economic, technological and lifestyle changes.  According to last Friday’s latest climate report, the cost of change will be only 3% of world income.
---------------------------------------------------------  
Climate change is going to have a disastrous effect if the world continues to do “business as usual”, with temperatures rising by 3 to 6 degrees centigrade, and catastrophic results including rising sea levels, melting glaciers, water shortages, floods and decreased agricultural yields.
That’s the bad news in the scenarios revealed by the world’s leading climate scientists in the third and most interesting report of the Inter-governmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), released last Friday in Bangkok.
The good news is that steps can be taken to avert the climate chaos at relatively low cost.  It would take only 3 per cent of world income in 2030 to carry out the major changes needed.  That works out to a reduction in the growth of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of only 0.12% per year until 2030.
A very small price to pay to keep Earth going, for the sake of humanity’s future.  But the changes needed would be revolutionary.  It would need changes to energy systems, technology, transport, buildings, industry, agriculture, how we treat forests and seas, and to lifestyles.
The ultimate aim of these changes is to quickly bring down the emissions of Greenhouse gases (the main one being carbon dioxide), which are the causes of rising temperatures.

The IPCC’s report spells out with data, graphs and tables the stark scenarios of what would happen if emissions are not brought down steeply enough.  
Greenhouse gas emissions have grown since pre-industrial times, with an increase of 70% between 1970 and 2004.  The largest growth has come from the energy supply sector (an increase of 145%), transport (120%), industry (65%) and land use, land use change, and forestry (40%).
With current policies, global Greenhouse gas emissions will continue to grow in the next decades, with carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions from energy use rising by 45 to 110 per cent between 2000 and 2030.
That would be disastrous in the effects it would have on raising temperatures. The present global temperature is already 0.7 degrees above the pre-industrial level.
Many scientists now believe that if the global temperature increases by more than 2 degrees above the pre-industrial level, there would be irreversible climate changes with very adverse effects. With changes above 3 degrees, there would be catastrophic changes.  
An interesting table in the IPCC report shows what could happen with different scenarios.

To keep temperatures from rising more than 2-2.4 degrees, the Greenhouse gas concentration in the atmosphere has to be contained to 445-490 parts per million (ppm).  And for that to happen, CO2 emissions must be cut by 2050 to 50-80 percent below the year 2000 level.  And to keep on track to this time-table, the emissions must peak by 2015.
This is the IPCC’s best scenario, but even then many scientists and environmentalists would claim it is not enough.
In the next scenario, the temperature rise is restricted to 2.4-2.8 degrees, the Greenhouse gas concentration must be contained to 490-535 ppm, and emissions must be cut by 30-60 per cent by 2050.
In the next scenario, the temperature rises by 2.8-3.2 degrees, with gas concentration at 535-590 ppm, and emission changes range from 5% rise to 30% cut.
A worse scenario is where the CO2 emissions rise by 10-60%, causing Greenhouse gas concentration to be 590-710 ppm, with temperatures rising by 3.2 to 4 degrees, resulting in runaway climate chaos.  
In the most disastrous scenario, emissions rise by 25 to 140 per cent, the Greenhouse gas concentration rises to 710-1130 ppm, and temperatures rise by 4 to 6.1 degrees.  Human life is almost certainly impossible in many parts of the world.

In order to keep to the first and best scenario, the IPCC estimates that 3 percent of the world’s GDP is required to be spent by 2030, not a very large sum compared to how it would prevent damage worth much more.
Changes required to being down Greenhouse gas emissions would include the use of currently available technology:
Energy supply: improved efficiency, switching from coal to gas; nuclear power; renewable energy (hydropower, solar, wind, geothermal, bioenergy). 
Transport:  more fuel efficient vehicles; hybrid vehicles; cleaner diesel vehicles;  biofuels; shift from road transport to rail and  public transport systems; non-motorised transport (cycling, walking); land-use and transport planning. 
Buildings:  Efficient lighting and daylighting; more efficient electrical appliances and heating and cooling devices; improved cook stoves; improved insulation; solar heating and cooling design; alternative refrigeration fluids. 
Industry: More efficient end-use electrical equipment; heat and power recovery; material recycling and substitution; control of non-CO2 gas emissions, etc. 
Agriculture: Improved crop and grazing land management to increase soil carbon storage; restoration of cultivated peaty soils and degraded lands;  improved rice cultivation techniques and livestock and manure management to reduce CH4 emissions; improved nitrogen fertilizer application techniques to reduce N2O emissions; dedicated energy crops to replace fossil fuel use; 
Forestry: Afforestation; reforestation; forest management; reduced deforestation; harvested wood product management; use of forestry products for bioenergy. 
Waste:  Landfill methane recovery; waste incineration with energy recovery; composting of organic waste; controlled waste water treatment; recycling and waste minimization. 

Some of these proposals are controversial.  Environmentalists for example decry the proposed shift to nuclear power, which brings its own massive problems.
The IPCC report also advocates changes in lifestyle and behaviour patterns so that resource conservation is emphasized.  This will contribute to developing a low-carbon economy.
For example, changes in occupant behaviour, cultural patterns and consumer choice and use of technologies can result in considerable reduction in CO2 emissions related to energy use in buildings 
The IPCC report will spark much debate.  From this, the world may decide to take action, or only half action that is not enough.  But the fight over climate will now pre-occupy policy makers and public alike.

________________________________________________________________________
Global Trends by Martin Khor
For Star, Monday 4 June 2007

Bush – climate saviour or spoiler?
The US President’s statement last week accepting climate change as a serious problem seemed like the conversion of a non-believer.  But there was widespread skepticism and the fear that the U-Turn was an attempt to undermine current efforts to really tackle the climate crisis.   
---------------------------------------------------------
Last Thursday, George W. Bush astonished the world by apparently doing a U-turn on climate change.  For the first time he acknowledged it was a serious problem, and said the United States can join other countries to set goals to cut Greenhouse Gas emissions that cause global warming.
Before this, the US President had been in a state of denial.  He has long challenged the scientific near-consensus that human-induced global warming is a threat to human survival, refused to take part in global emission-reduction schemes, and pulled the US out of the Kyoto Protocol, which is the United Nations’ framework for tackling climate change in a cooperative way.
“What to do with the United States?” has often been the question asked in exasperation, whenever climate change policy is discussed.
Why then has Bush’s conversion from climate denier to climate fighter been received with skepticism by many analysts and anger by the world’s leading climate campaigners?
Because they believe that the American President is not sincere, and his proposal a ploy to avoid embarrassment at the next week’s G8 Summit in Germany, where the German Chancellor Angela Merkel has planned to make climate change its top agenda item. 
      

A week ago, Bush had been portrayed anew as a climate policy pariah, for the opposition put up by his officials to a G8 Summit draft declaration on climate change.
The Germans had placed two key targets in the draft – that global temperature rise must be kept to a maximum of 2 degrees Celsius above the pre-industrial level, and that by 2050 the global emissions of Greenhouse Gases must be reduced by at least 50%.
Separately, the European Union has announced unilateral targets for its countries to reduce emissions to 20% below the 1990 levels.  If other industrialized countries can agree, this target would be raised to 30%.

In recent months, the Inter-governmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), of which US government-nominated scientists are members, has produced a series of reports affirming the seriousness of the situation and the need for drastic emission cuts.  The G8 draft targets of 2 degrees and 50% cuts are in line with the IPCC reports.
With former Vice President Al Gore having emerged as a climate hero with his Academy Award winning movie “An Inconvenient Truth”, with Congress members, State Governors and the American public all pressing for action, it was almost inevitable that Bush had to acknowledge the need to do something.
What has caused dismay is his proposed course of action – that he would call meetings of the world’s top 15 emitting countries (including China and India) to set a “long-term goal for reducing greenhouses gases” by the end of next year.
This move is considered by many as a ploy to avoid immediate action, and worse as subverting the existing global framework and processes.
First, it would sow confusion in next week’s G8 Summit where the leaders, with the exception of Bush, were poised to accept the two targets of 2 degrees and 50% cut.
The US proposal to wait to end-2008 for the 15 countries to set “long-term goals” will scuttle the attempt to set key G8 targets immediately.
Second, by stating that he will lead a new process by convening 15 countries to set long-term goals, Bush is challenging and undermining the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCC), which has well defined principles and processes.
Under the UNFCC is the Kyoto Protocol, which requires developed countries to cut their emissions to below their 1990 levels (with each country having a target figure to meet by 2012). 
The developing countries do not have emission-reduction targets, in recognition of their relatively low levels of per capita emission.  The Kyoto Protocol implicitly acknowledges that developed countries have historically and presently been the main emission sources and thus must bear the main burden of adjustment.    
The developing countries are encouraged also to adjust to more energy-efficient and less carbon dependent systems and the developed countries are expected to assist in this exercise.
With the Kyoto Protocol ending in 2012, a new framework of goals, targets and actions must be established as soon as possible. There is a general understanding that the developed countries, which have not yet met their Kyoto targets, still have to carry the brunt of adjustment.
The developing countries are adamant that they not be given binding emission-reducing targets, as their per capita emissions are still much below the rich countries’ levels. The “equity principle” is key to developing countries, that the developed countries have to drastically cut their pollution, while developing countries be given the space to increase their use of energy (and thus their emissions) to meet development needs, while they are also assisted with new technology to be less polluting.
A North-South bargain under the UNFCC, for a post-Kyoto agreement, looked set to be negotiated, starting in a crucial meeting in Bali this November, with the hope of results by 2009.
However, the Bush bombshell last week, that he would now convene meetings of 15 countries on the basis that they are major emitters, can put a spanner in the works of the cooperative UN process.
It is quite clear what Bush intends.  He wants countries that are major emitters (in terms of total emissions) to commit to binding reduction targets.  This means that countries with big populations, like China, India and Brazil, will be asked to cut their total emissions, even if in per capita terms their emissions are still small.  
For instance, even China (which has seen rapid growth in recent years) has a level of per capita emission that is one fifth that of the US.   If China were required to reduce its total emissions as a condition for the US to do the same, it would place a constraint on China’s development.
If the US model is based on getting all countries to take on similar responsibilities, then the implication is that the existing inequalities in energy use, pollution levels, and incomes would be frozen and maintained for the future.
The danger is that those who did and still do most of the polluting would pass on the burden of adjustment unfairly to those who have polluted little and who already suffer much of the consequences of climate change.
The Bush proposal may not only sidetrack the world away from taking action urgently but also seeks to replace a more democratic and equitable UN-based model of sharing responsibilities with one that is dominated by a super-power, where only a few countries take part, and in which the sharing of burdens would be on inequitable principles.
No wonder even the conservative Financial Times carried a critical opinion article entitled “Bush plays for time as the planet begins to burn.”
Environmental groups were more blunt.  Greenpeace called the Bush proposal “utterly nonsensical” as it side-stepped existing international efforts, and WWF described it as “morally unacceptable.”
The Friends of the Earth UK director Tony Juniper hit the nail on the head with his analysis: “This is a deliberate and carefully crafted attempt to derail any prospect of a climate change agreement in Germany next week.
“He is trying to destroy the prospect of that getting anywhere by announcing his own parallel process with vaguely expressed objectives.  The prospect of him getting this to some form of conclusion in 18 months is extremely slim.  This is a delaying tactic to keep the climate change issue off his back in terms of any real decisions until he leaves office.”  

________________________________________________________________________

Global Trends by Martin Khor
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The G8’s  messy “deal” on climate issue 

Last week’s G8 Summit produced a messy compromise on climate change.  It allowed the United States to escape from a target to reduce Greenhouse Gas emissions and confirms the United Nations as main venue for future talks, but also opens the road to a US initiative to push developing countries into new obligations.
------------------------------------------------------
A messy compromise was struck on climate change to save the Group of 8 Summit from major failure last week.
The leaders of the developed countries signed a Declaration that gives a target for reducing global level of Greenhouse Gas emissions, which cause global warming, by at least half by 2050.
But it only mentions only the European Union, Japan and Canada as accepting this target. The United States and Russia will only “seriously consider” it.
This will allow enough “wriggle room” for the US government not to commit itself to a time-table (or at least the same time-table) for emission reduction.  However, Europe, Canada and Japan have for the first time signaled a self-set target to cut their emissions.

Before and at the Summit, there was a clash between German Chancellor Angela Merkel (who chaired the G8 Summit in Heiligendamn) and US President George W. Bush.
Merkel wanted the Declaration to agree to a global target that global warming be limited to 2 degrees Celsius (compared to pre-industrial levels), and that global Greenhouse Gas emissions be reduced by 50% by 2050.  She also wanted a G8 commitment to a post-Kyoto Protocol framework within the United Nations.
Before the Summit, Bush opposed the German strategy.  He was against having G8 targets, and announced his own initiative to invite 15 top emitting countries to meetings to work out a global plan based on non-binding national emission-reducing targets, outside the UN framework.
At the Summit, the compromise worked out was that the 2 degree target was eliminated, and the 50% cut in emissions was mentioned as only as something that would be considered by the US and Russia, though accepted as a target by the others. 
On the institutional framework to tackle the climate issue, the G8 had it both ways – within and outside the UN.
The G8 countries committed to a UN process to seek a post-Kyoto framework, but also “welcomed” the Bush initiative to host a meeting of major emitters.  And there was also prominent mention of involving major developing countries in making obligations.
Since Bush had been such a “denier” of the climate crisis, and had seemed to oppose a UN approach, his agreement to the above compromise was hailed as “a major step forward” by Merkel who said she can “very well live with this compromise” while noting that “none of these documents are binding”.
Environmental groups like Greenpeace and Friends of the Earth have decried the G8 Summit’s failure to agree to the two targets.
Moreover, the 50% target agreed by some G8 countries is inadequate to meet the challenge.  Many scientists now believe that if the global temperature increases by more than 2 degrees above the pre-industrial level, there would be irreversible climate changes with very adverse effects.  With changes above 3 degrees, the effects would be catastrophic.  
The report of the inter-governmental panel on climate change (IPCC) in May 

says that to keep temperatures from rising more than 2-2.4 degrees, the Greenhouse gas concentration in the atmosphere has to be contained to 445-490 parts per million (ppm).  

For that to happen, carbon dioxide emissions must be cut by 2050 to 50-80 percent below the year 2000 level.  And to keep on track to this time-table, the emissions must peak by 2015.  Thus the G8’s reference to a 50% cut is hardly adequate. 

Even more confusing is where the climate talks of the future will take place.  The United Nations’ Kyoto Protocol’s targets end in 2012 and new commitments must be agreed to in a new protocol in the next few years.

While the G8 seemed to agree to the primacy of action within the UN framework, its Declaration also endorses Bush’s non-UN process, which is likely to be used to push the burden onto developing countries.
That’s because the UN process recognizes that developing countries have per capita emissions far below the developed countries’ levels, and thus the latter have to act first.  

Bush however puts the focus on a country’s total (rather than per capita) emissions.  Thus developing countries with big populations and thus which have higher total emissions (although still having low per capita emission levels), will now be under even more pressure to take on obligations of various sorts to reduce emissions.  
However countries like China, India and Brazil are expected to continue their strong stance that developing countries not be subjected to legally binding reduction commitments.

Global talks on climate change are accelerating, spurred by growing evidence of climate change and its devastating effects, and by the imminent expiry of the Kyoto Protocol. The next large meeting under the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change will be in Bali in early December, and negotiations will begin there on a post-Kyoto framework.  
There will also be a one-day special discussion on climate change organized by the UN in September in New York on the sidelines of the UN General Assembly.
________________________________________________________________________
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UN debates climate change 

Last week the United Nations held its first ever General Assembly debate on climate change, marking its rapid rise in the global agenda.   Everyone agreed the problem is real and serious, but there are wide differences on how to tackle this crisis.
----------------------------------------------------------  
Climate change climbed another rung up the global agenda last week when the United Nations General Assembly held its first ever plenary debate in New York on “Climate Change as a Global Challenge.”  

Many speakers stressed that climate change has emerged as the major environment crisis of our times, but it must be dealt with in the context of development.  

UN Secretary General Ban Ki-Moon said climate change was finally receiving the very highest attention that it merited.  The Arctic was warming fast, threatening the region’s people and ecosystems.  It also imperiled low-lying islands and coastal cities half a world away, while glaciers retreated and water supplies were put at risk.  
For countries in dry lands, climate change will worsen desertification, drought and food insecurity, he said, warning: “We cannot go this way for long.  We cannot continue with business as usual.  The time has come for decisive action on a global scale.”
“Climate change has many aspects, but it is fundamentally a development issue,” said General Assembly President, Sheikha Haya Rashed Al Khalifa. “What is at stake is the fate and well-being of our planet.”
The General Assembly debate is the start of a series of landmark meetings, especially a UN climate change event on 24 September to be attended by heads of government in New York, and a meeting of the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) in Bali on 3-14 December.
The UN wants to continue as the central venue for international negotiations and agreements on climate change issues.  This is somewhat threatened by an initiative by United States President George Bush to set up an alternative framework for “top emitting countries.”  The US is a party to the UNFCC but not to its Kyoto Protocol.   
Under the Kyoto Protocol, developed countries committed to reduce their Greenhouse Gas emissions, with targets up to only 2012.  Negotiations will start soon on a post-2012 agreement.  A major question is whether developing countries will also have to commit to reducing emissions in the new deal.
Harvard University scientist John Holdren said that climate disruptions (due to carbon dioxide emissions) were already causing serious harm, including increased floods, droughts, heat waves, wildfires and severe tropical storms.  
The question is to avoid catastrophic interference.  There will be a global temperature rise of 1.5 degrees Celsius even if the Greenhouse gas concentration can now be stabilized.  

There is chance of reaching a “tipping point” if the rise is above 2 degrees.   To avoid that, emissions must peak by 2015 and fall after that.
The scale of the problem is large because 80% of energy use is from burning fossil fuels.  In 2005 CO2 global emissions totaled 28 billion tons.  Tropical deforestation accounted for 4 to 12 tons of CO2 a year.  Neither the energy system nor the drivers of the problem can be changed easily.
Sir Nicholas Stern of the London School of Economics said if we do nothing, there could be at least a 5% loss of world national income due to climate change. Timely action could drastically reduce that risk, at a cost of 1% of GDP.  The cost of timely action is much less than the cost of inaction.  

During the debate, the Group of 77 and China (representing developing countries) highlighted many problems preventing a solution, and made an eight-point demand on the developed countries.
The rich countries should meet their commitments to reduce their Greenhouse Gas emissions, and should provide funds and transfer technology to developing countries so they can better adapt to the effects of climate change, said the G77.
Many developing countries spoke on how climate change would affect them and asked for quick and fair solutions. 
“It is unfortunate that the industrialized countries are responsible for the bulk of emissions but the poorer nations which did nothing to cause the problem are most exposed to its effects,” said Malaysia, which also called on the rich countries to transfer climate-friendly technology to developing countries.
In a hard-hitting statement, India said that any agreement on climate change should not place new conditions on developing countries’ growth. Equity would mean that till excessive amounts of gasses have been soaked up, the developed countries ought to be held down to less than a per capita equal share.  
China said the “luxury emissions” of rich countries should be restricted while the “emissions of subsistence” and “development emissions” of poor countries should be accommodated.
India, China and Brazil said that in a new post 2012 agreement, the developed countries should make further emission-reduction commitments, but the time was not yet ripe for developing countries to commit themselves to quantitative targets.  However the developing countries could formulate national plans to combat climate change.
Many African and Caribbean countries stressed they were already suffering the effects of climate change and called for urgent and effective action immediately.
There were differences of views among developed countries. The European Union was the most forthcoming, proposing global targets to limit global temperature rise to 2 degrees centigrade and to cut global emissions by 50% by 2020 (compared to the 1990 level).
The EU said that developed countries should collectively reduce their emissions by 30% by 2020 and by 60-80 per cent by 2050 (compared to 1990 levels). In Japan’s view, global emissions should be cut by half by 2050. 
However the United States did not give any targets, neither did it state its interest in joining a new UN deal for the post-2012 period.  It confirmed that President Bush would convene a meeting of leading economies to establish a framework that would complement the UN process.

The US, Japan and Australia wanted developing countries (at least the leading ones) to undertake binding commitments in a new agreement, while the EU was more ambivalent about this.
The General Assembly debate has thus kicked off the global discussion on what to do about climate change, especially on negotiating a new phase of commitments to take effect after 2012.
The talks on this topic will be complex and difficult, as so much is at stake, environmentally, economically and socially.     

________________________________________________________________________
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Fight begins on cutting climate gases 

A United Nations meeting in Vienna last week signaled the start of a long and complex battle among countries on how much the emissions of Greenhouse Gases have to be cut, by when and by who, if the world is to avoid catastrophic climate change.  

-------------------------------------------------------    

A United Nations meeting on climate change in Vienna last week recognized recent scientific data that global emissions of Greenhouse Gases need to peak in the next 10 to 15 years and be reduced to very low levels – well below half the levels in 2000 by the middle of this century.

The UN Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) was beginning a negotiation on how much the developed countries will have to commit to cut their emissions, in order to avoid a catastrophic warming of the world’s temperature.

After several days of wrangling, a working group of the Convention agreed to initially consider an emission reduction range of 25 - 40 per cent below 1990 levels by 2020 for developed countries.

An earlier proposal championed by the European Union to already adopt this range as a target was rejected by other developed countries, including Japan, Canada and Russia.  The real battle on actual commitments will thus take place later.

The Vienna meeting was a prelude to a full meeting of the UNFCCC and its Kyoto Protocol in Bali on 3-11 December.  The Bali meeting will be a crucial milestone in getting countries to commit to combat climate change in the period after 2012, when the present phase of the Protocol expires.

The climate issue has gained great international prominence following three reports launched this year by a panel of over a thousand scientists detailing how the present trends in emissions of carbon dioxide and other gases will lead to a significant increase in temperatures, causing sea level rise, melting of glaciers, floods, drought and agricultural decline.

The global mean temperature has already risen by 0.74 degrees centigrade between 1906 and 2005.   It is now widely believed that if the temperature rises by more than 2 degrees above pre-industrial levels, there would be catastrophic effects.  With present trends, the temperature will increase by 3 to 6 degrees or more, threatening life on Earth.

To limit temperature rise to 2 degrees, the concentration of Greenhouse Gases in the atmosphere has to be limited to 450 parts per million (ppm) of carbon dioxide equivalent.   

We are already very near this danger level, thus the urgency of reaching an agreement to cut emissions as fast and as much as possible.

One major impediment is the understandable fear of developing countries that reducing their emissions, or even slowing their emission growth, may be at the expense of their economies, if this is not accompanied by sufficient and timely upgrading and changing of technology. 

Only developed countries are presently bound to reduce their emissions, due to their historical responsibility, higher emissions and capacity to change.  But they are now pressing some developing countries to also commit in a new post-2012 regime.

The per capita Greenhouse Gas emissions of developing countries are still relatively low, averaging about 4 tons of carbon dioxide equivalent compared to the 16 tons average of developed countries in 2004.   In terms of carbon dioxide emissions alone, the US level is about 20 tons per capita, Canada and Australia 18 tons, Germany and Japan 10, China 3, India 1 ton, and African countries below 1.  

Most developing countries are resisting being placed under legal obligations to limit their emissions, arguing that this would be unfair since their per capita emissions are still far below the industrial countries’ levels and that they have the right to more emission growth to enable development.

In Vienna, the European Union proposed targets that global emissions be cut by 50% and developed countries’ emissions be cut by 60-80 per cent by 2050 compared to 1990.

Although there was no explicit target for developing countries, in fact there is an implicit target for them.  Since developed and developing countries each account for about half of the total global emissions, a 70% cut for developed countries implies a 30% cut for developing countries (given a global cut of 50%).

Since population will roughly double between 1990 and 2050, this would also imply a 65% reduction of per capita emissions in developing countries, on the whole.

That is a very steep cut.  The recent scientific reports explain that the required emission reductions can be made at little cost, with economic growth rates reducing by only 0.12% a year.

But as pointed out by a participant at the Vienna meeting, it would be a tremendous challenge to show how developing countries can maintain economic growth rates of, say, 6% a year and still be able to reduce their emissions per capita by 65% in that period.

The climate issue is shaping up to be not only the biggest environmental but also the biggest economic issue of our times.  The amount of emissions a country is allowed to have in future will influence its method of production and level of economic output.

Thus, the commitments to be made by rich and poorer nations will also influence the future division of incomes in the world.

There is rising awareness in developing countries that they will suffer most from climate change and thus they have a stake in a strong regime to curb emissions.  But they also want justice – that developed countries that were most responsible for the pollution have to reduce, while poorer countries can still increase their emissions, up to a point.

The German Chancellor, Angela Merkel, made a path-breaking statement during her Asia visit last week, agreeing to a “per capita” approach, in which the rich countries have to reduce and poor nations can increase their per capita emissions until both sides reach a similar per capita emission level to be determined.

This position is unlikely to win over countries like the United States for now. But it is a very good start for a developed country leader.  The run-up to Bali and the Bali meeting itself will be crucial in the global politics of climate change.
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