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O
ne could get a dry mouth,reading the findings of thelatest Assessment Report ofthe Intergovernmental Panel onClimate Change (IPCC). Alarm is theonly rational response, particularly insouthern Africa, where the impacts ofclimate change are expected todisplace millions of people. Whetherthis will be in the region of 10 or 100million will depend on how we heedthe alarm that is now starting tosound clearly in internationalrelations. Heeding the alarm meansdeciding on a response, includingagreeing on what is the appropriatelevel of response, to this globalimpact of industrialisation, with itsfossil fuel addiction. 

The objective of the United Nations(UN) Framework Convention onClimate Change is to “preventdangerous anthropogenicinterference with the climate system.”What has not been agreed, and is sofiercely resisted by the likes ofGeorge Bush, is what level of humanimpact is ‘dangerous’. So far only theEuropean Union and the Alliance ofSmall Island States have adopted atarget: to keep global warming ‘below2°’. Not that this would be withoutserious impacts, but they areconsidered manageable. Many non-governmentalorganisations (NGOs) stress the needto keep as far as possible below 2degrees, relative to pre-industrialaverage global temperature. There hasalready been over 0.7° warming andat least 1.5ºC is locked into thesystem by emissions to date. 
DEVELOPING COUNTRIES RESIST
CLIMATE ACTIONMany developing countries areresisting determining a clearobjective, nervous of implications fortheir own actions. This despite thestipulation in the Convention thataction should be equal toresponsibility and capability. This isreal head-in-the-sand behaviour: if wedon’t look too closely, it may not betoo bad. In fact the reverse applies:the less we look, the worse it will be. Southern Africa is one of the mostvulnerable regions, yet none of ourleaders are demanding or articulatingan appropriate response. The IPCCindicates that to keep global warmingin a range between 2.0 and 2.4ºC,global emissions will need to peak by2015 and then decline. So, if the world achieves the

Millenium Development Goals(MDGs) set for 2015, this progresswill soon be undone if we have nothalted the growth of greenhousegas emissions within the samedeadline. Former US vice-presidentAl Gore’s movie An InconvenientTruth avoided naming corporatepolluters, and also ducked some ofthe most inconvenient aspects ofthe truth that:• Climate change is a consequenceof the current developmentparadigm. The current globaleconomic centralisation andgrowth path is not sustainable. Wehave a limited and diminishingresource base. We are alreadyover-stepping and reducing thecarrying capacity of the planet,while population is still growing.• Market growth concentrates anddiminishes, rather than sharingand nurturing real wealth.• Ecological integrity is morevaluable than the escalation offigures on market growth chartsor trader’s results.South Africa is rushing headlong intomore carbon-intensive development.It is sustaining subsidies to theminerals sector, especially fossil fuels.It is also investing public resources ininfrastructure based upon this, whichwill probably result in massive assetsstranded halfway into their lifespan.The intent here is clearly short-termeconomic growth, which meansmore money in the system,particularly for those who claim it is‘creating wealth’. It is alsopronouncing that the wealth will beenough for the poor to benefitsomewhere down the value chain.The question for organised labouris whether to respond in the tradition
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Climate action now!
Failure to respond to a human tragedy
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of defensiveness, in the face of ‘green’or ‘environmentalist’ issues, orwhether to encourage socialmobilisation in pursuit of the benefitsoffered by a collective and decisiveresponse to the challenges of globalwarming. Such challenges face‘inertia’ as the climate systemresponds to human emissions ofgreenhouse gasses over generations,rather than terms of office.Environmental challenges are notmalleable to short-term interests, oramenable to negotiation and cannotbenefit from short-termcompromises.People have been known to die ofthirst, waiting for the trickle-downeffect of economic growth. Thepublic benefits of achieving the‘fundamentals’ for a globallycompetitive economy are supposedto happen when South Africa hits themagic GDP growth target. In themean time, many opportunities toaddress both national productivityand income distribution, whichwould reduce growing carbonemissions without compromisingeconomic growth, are clear, but notutilised. Rejecting internationalpressure only blinds us to our ownself-interest.
SOME TALK OF REFORMSHowever, there is some talk of fiscalreform, possibly including a carbontax, with targeting to avoid damagingimpacts on low-income households.This could extend to the deploymentor ‘recycling’ of the revenues raised,for anything from a reduction in VATto a public works programme onbiomass. Imagine a ‘Working forEnergy’ programme that puts greatervalue on supplying local energyservices than the centralised liquidfuels market.There are many avenues fordeveloping a rational climate changeresponse. The cabinet-mandated LongTerm Mitigations Scenarios (LTMS) is

entering the ‘high-level’ stage goinginto 2008. The Department ofMinerals and Energy launched, at aNational Energy Summit inSeptember, a process to review the1998 White Paper on Energy Policythat will include a series of provincial‘mini-Summits’. Also up for review in2008 are the renewable energy targetand the Energy Efficiency Strategy,including the Accord with business,which relies on a voluntary approach. Government is also promising aclimate change response strategy forthe water sector. Most of South andsouthern Africa will become drierover coming years, yet we have toincrease access to water for manypeople still without adequate supply.We also need to extend access to‘modern’ energy services. Yet SouthAfrica is planning to massivelyincrease water consumption in theenergy sector as a result of increasedcoal use, most heavily through liquidfuel production, but also significantlyfor electricity generation. Waterresources are diminishing from bothends of the fossil fuel chain. It is poorpeople who are the most vulnerableto the impacts of thoughtless fuelconsumption, from which they willfinally receive a poor service.Failure to respond effectively to

humanity’s impact on our ecosystem,and most alarmingly on the climatesystem, will be a human tragedy. The‘environment’ and  the conditions onearth during humankinds’development may be radicallychanged. The question really is howmuch of humanity, not only in termsof numbers, but also in diversity,range over the earth and ingenuity ofsocial organisation, will survive theconsequences of uncheckedconsumption.The inertia in the climate system,the lag between greenhouse gasemissions and their impact, and theplanetary scale at which this playsout, makes this a challenge that canonly be met with global cooperation.Only mandatory measures will deliverdependable results. Industrialisedcountries with the mostresponsibility, arising from cumulativeemissions, must take the lead.However, their level of ambition willdepend in part on the level ofcommitment to constrain emissions’growth, adopted by rapidlyindustrialising countries, includingSouth Africa.
EMBRACING A COMMON AGENDATo achieve economy-wide benefitsthat will accompany climate-
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responsive policies and measures,(including benefits that are becomingevident through the work of theLTMS) will require developing acommon agenda that embraces along-term perspective on short-terminvestment decisions. The SternReview of the economics of climatechange has established the economiccase, while some NGOs have longargued the environmental case. It isthe social imperative that we mustnow express to ensure an effectiveresponse.Our national response will need tocut across government departmentsand involve all sectors of society, andpeople in their individual andinstitutional capacities, to participatein averting a massive human tragedy.President Mbeki told parliament: “TheSouth African governmentunderstands the urgency of action,and that the costs of doing nothingabout climate change far outweighthose of taking concrete measures.” Itis time for us to specify thesemeasures. This would be aided, atnational and international levels, byadopting the ‘below 2°’ objective.When about 10 000 people gatherfor negotiations in Bali in the first twoweeks of December, we will see ifrepresentatives of the parties to UN

agreements have grasped the socialimperatives. If they recognise thesocial benefits they will adopt aprogramme, popularly known as theBali ‘Road-Map’,  to agree by the endof 2009 on a legally bindingmultilateral system for appropriateaction.At recent climate negotiations inVienna, some parties objected toreferences to atmosphericconcentrations of 450ppm CO2equivalent as being too ambitious. Yetthis level would only give us a goodprobability of limiting warming tosomething in the range of 2-2.5°C.This is a high level of warming withvery large risks, as identified in thisyear’s IPCC Report. Southern Africancountries’ failure to denounce suchobjections suggests that we areprepared to live with such impacts,which would include decliningagricultural productivity and millionsof environmental refugees.In Bali, South Africa and the whole‘Africa Group’ should be injectingurgency into the multilateral processand demanding a higher level ofambition. Recently there has been arash of articles claiming that it is toolate to keep below 2°, but thispessimistic opinion assumes aninadequate short-term response. It is

not the verdict of science, whichshows that sufficient and affordableeffort would give us reasonable oddsof achieving this. At home next year we need toquickly get to grips with our optionsand the strategic decisions that weneed to make within a few years.These decisions should be informedby estimations of the costs andbenefits to the majority of SouthAfricans, more than corporateanxiety to sustain current levels ofprofit. Whether we act deliberatelyto achieve public and long-termbenefits, or default to business-as-usual, will depend to a large extentupon the level of popular demandfor climate action now. “The anticipated impacts ofclimate change include local andregional conflicts on a scale that is aleading concern to the securityestablishment, including thePentagon. Shouldn’t we spend moreon prevention than we do on all theweaponry, surveillance apparatusand personnel to engage inconflict?”
Richard Worthington is theSustainable Energy and ClimateChange project coordinator ofEarthlife Africa in Johannesburg.
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“Most of southern Africa will become drier over coming years, yet we have to increase access to water for many people…”


