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For the fourth time in 17 years, the world’s leading scientists who study the Earth’s climate system have pronounced.  In 1990, the First Assessment Report of the IPCC concluded that ‘… the unequivocal detection of the enhanced greenhouse effect from observations is not likely for a decade or more.’  In 1996 the ‘balance of evidence’ suggested a discernible human influence on climate, while in 2001 most of the warming of the last 50 years was ‘likely’ due to greenhouse gas increases.  And now, seventeen years after the first IPCC report, we now have the statement from the IPCC scientists that ‘… it is very likely’ that most of the warming of the last 50 years has been caused by humans.

The Fourth Assessment Report of the IPCC is just the latest in a series of major reports, statements, campaigns and events of the last three years each of which have been heralded by many as marking the turning point in the fight against climate change.  The siren voices thus brought forth have spoken from the worlds of science, economics, journalism and entertainment.  They have been the prophets around which politicians, campaigners, celebrities, business leaders and scientists have congregated … and on listening these apostles have amplified the message and transmitted it to the inner and outer reaches of our society.  These megaphone voices have cajoled, scolded, bullied, preached, explained - pleaded even – with society to take heed, to repent, to change beliefs, behaviours and practises.
But the enlightenment has not arrived.  Our hearts remain stubborn.
Some policy-tinkering has occurred here and there.  Business has taken the plunge into carbon markets.  Many millions of the masses have signed up for voluntary emissions reduction pledges.  But emissions of greenhouse gases keep on rising and, of course, so does the world’s temperature.  Perhaps this particular way of framing climate change – as a Mega-problem awaiting a Mega-solution – has struggled down the wrong road.

Let me explain.
I will start with Hollywood.  In May 2004, Roland Emmerich’s film The Day After Tomorrow was released to the world offering the promise to some environmental campaigners of an induced sea-change in public opinion.  Groups as diverse as Greenpeace and the Energy Savings Trust used Emmerich’s apocalyptic vision of climate change to promote their cause.

Next it was the turn of science.  In February 2005 the UK Government hosted the Exeter international science conference on ‘Avoiding Dangerous Climate Change’.  As a prelude to the July G8 Summit of that year, Tony Blair called on the scientists to identify what level of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere was self-evidently too much.  For one week, the UK media struggled to keep pace with the stream of future climatic threats revealed by the (mostly English-speaking) scientists.

The journalists then had their turn.  Following the Exeter Conference, The Independent newspaper started its climate change campaign which has been running ever since, joined briefly in September last year by a week of special climate change stories from … The Sun.

The climate system itself then stepped in with a demonstration of chaos and threw Hurricane Katrina at New Orleans in August 2005.  And New Orleans was found wanting.  For a while the public discourse in the USA was all about global warming, unfortunately deflated by the following year’s hurricane season which was unduly pacific.


The BBC, not to be outdone by Hollywood, scientists or print journalists, commenced its own ‘Climate chaos’ season a year ago, inspired by the coalition of civic campaigning organisations convening under the slogan Stop Climate Chaos.  David Attenborough lent his considerable presence to the season, with an encore just four weeks ago on BBC1. 

And most recently it has been the turn of the economists led by Sir Nicholas Stern, under commission from the Prime Minister-in-waiting to soften up the international diplomatic community and to head off the new domestic political challenge on environmental policy being offered by David Cameron.
Many of the above reports and activities and campaigns have demonstrated professionalism of the very highest quality – film and TV producers, scientists, journalists and economists working at the tops of their professions and using all the tricks of their trades to entertain, explain, communicate and quantify.  It has indeed been entertaining.  And at times it has been dramatic.  
And at one level it has been effective.  We can now all talk about climate change.  Taxi-drivers can be heard discussing what the carbon dioxide target should be in parts per million; the CBI have formed a climate change taskforce of business leaders; Leonardo di Caprio and Sienna Miller have endorsed the web-campaign Global Cool.  

But where have these siren voices led us?  What prospect of success do they offer?  Emissions of carbon dioxide continue to rise – globally (by 16 per cent in the last decade), in the EU (since 1999, and now only 1% below 1990 levels) and, perhaps most surprisingly, in the UK (after a fall in the 1990s, emissions are again on the rise).  Few now believe the Kyoto targets will be met … perhaps by Britain and Sweden if we are lucky, certainly not by the EU or the other signatories to Kyoto.  And there are not many of us left who believe Kyoto Plus will look much like Kyoto.  The explicit EU policy goal of limiting global warming to 2degC above pre-industrial (just 1.2degC above today’s climate) – endorsed by the UK Government, by the Conservative Party and by most other environmental campaigners - has been fatally wounded.  Initially, it was the compromise of an allowable ‘overshoot’ – temperatures could rise above 2degC as long as they eventually stabilised below this threshold.  But this I suspect is only a first step towards an eventual relaxation towards a 3degC policy goal – as already hinted at by Sir David King, even if heavily criticised by those more tenacious for success.
The Emperor is exposed – he has no clothes.  

[pause]


Let me pause here in case I am misunderstood.  The above account of the last three years is not written by a cynic.  Nor by a skeptic.  I have no doubt that climate is changing and that humans are now the dominant force in driving this change.  We undoubtedly do have the unwanted, and rather unexpected, ability to shape the future of the world’s climate.  These changes warrant our closest attention and demand that we re-consider all our favourite development strategies in the light of this reality.  I sincerely believe that the world would be a better and safer place with less carbon dependency in our energy system, that our atmosphere and oceans do not need the billions of tons of carbon dioxide we are pumping out year after year.
But we need to face up to reality.  Nineteen years of IPCC assessments, fifteen years of the UNFCCC negotiations, ten years of activities inspired by the Kyoto Protocol (two of which have seen it in full force), successive rounds of G8 conferences in which climate has been agenda item number one – none of these sustained efforts has yielded the prize we sought.  Earth system science has told us that the climate system is sluggish; we have now also discovered that the world’s energy economy is sluggish and, no discovery this, that humans do not like being told what to do.  As recognised recently by Sophie Hug – the People and Planet campaigner – ‘ … we need to move from publicising the problem, which hasn’t got us anywhere, to using the language of empowerment’.


[pause]

I conclude from all of the above that our current framing of climate change is wrong.  We have been struggling down the wrong road.

Rather than seeing climate change as the Mega-problem to be ‘solved’, we need to identify and then separate out the different dimensions of the issue.  At least two are easy to spot.  The first is to develop a sustainable, secure and environmentally benign energy system.  The second is to minimise the welfare costs that climate imposes on our societies (note, importantly, the cost that climate imposes, not climate change).  These are two quite different problems operating on different time and space scales, with different communities of effective actors and with different available policy instruments.  The politics required are also radically different.  

Sustainable energy and resilient societies in fact represent social and policy challenges that have been recognised since at least 1973 - the El Nino of that year brought home to us the huge impacts (especially in the Sahel) and costs of climate (again, note, climate not climate change), and the oil price shock of that same year demonstrated that oil was perhaps not the ideal fuel.  This was well before these two almost unrelated concerns were unhelpfully stitched together in the official wording of the 1992 UN Framework Convention on Climate Change by well-meaning meteorologists and lawyers.

Since 1973 we seem to have made very limited progress on either of these challenges.

The delusion offered us by the current framing of climate change is that we can design, engineer and enforce a development pathway for world society for the next hundred years, if not beyond; the blind hope that with the aid of numerical models, quantitative economics (neo-classical or not) and global governance, we can achieve what has never before been achieved – designing, steering and then fine-tuning our global civilisation towards securing a normative long-term goal.  Human beings are smart, but we are not this smart.  And our faltering first steps towards such a hubristic goal should convince us of the fact.

Far better to focus on tractable, bounded problems where alignment of diverse political interests is achievable and where we can accept partial and clumsy solutions.  If we are concerned about the impacts of climate change on future generations, let us first be concerned about the impacts of climate on the present generation.  We should be concerned about the victims of hurricanes, floods and heatwaves, because we can do something to help them now.  The science and technology to reduce many climate-related deaths and welfare losses already exists in our laboratories and in our best institutions of government.  Yes, the deep structural crevasses of social inequality and injustice will be revealed by such actions and will need to be bridged, but this is exactly the essence of what we have to tackle in any case.  We cannot be serious about climate change tomorrow if we are not serious about social injustice and chronic poverty today.


And then on energy.  The real issue here is how to forge coalitions of the willing around mutually beneficial actions.  The Chinese understand this.  Energy to them is about efficiency, security, affordability, sustainability and environmental impact.  It is not about climate change.  We should not artificially force these various dimensions of energy into the straight-jacket of contentious emissions reduction targets.  Nor should we burden such willing coalitions with having to find a way of connecting any agreed set of energy goals or actions with the different concerns of development, social justice and climate change adaptation.  From a different starting point – from the position of revealing multiple, diverse yet synergistic goals – a stronger drive towards technological and behavioural transformation of our energy system is possible, even some may say inevitable.

But in the end society cannot be brow-beaten by science into such a transformation.  Science – least of all Earth system science - cannot simply speak truth to power and all will be well.  Science cannot tell us what is ‘self-evident’, to use Tony Blair’s phrase.  No number of IPCC reports, Exeter Conferences, World Bank economists or Hollywood movies will do the job.  Less likely still is that society will be re-fashioned through the use of terroristic language of a new environmental inquisition.  As Ian McEwan has commented, “It is tempting to embrace with enthusiasm the latest bleak scenario because it fits our mood.  It would be self-defeating if the environmental movement degenerated into a religion of gloomy faith.”   We do not need to alarm ourselves with clocks of doom.

No.  We need to let society take ownership of climate change away from the scientists and the UN bureaucrats.  For too long we have been bewitched by the hubristic claims that the models of our scientists can define our future.  Instead, we need a billion voices to speak.  Instead of the prophets of the apocalypse, we need to use our knowledge of climate change to inspire the future, not be fearful of it.  Climate change is an idea to be embraced, not a Mega-problem that can be solved.  
The idea of climate change can help us solve the real problems that lie elsewhere in our world – poverty, social exclusion, corruption, infectious disease, affordable and secure energy for all.
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