End of the world as we know it?
By Mahir Ali

ONCE upon a time the folk who went around bearing placards that announced “The End is Nigh” were dismissed as nutters whose predictions of imminent doom were based, perhaps, on too literal a reading of particular scriptures. Their warning is now being echoed by respectable scientists all over the world.

There is a growing consensus among them that the Earth is heating up at a faster rate than was hitherto suspected, and that the underlying cause is a rapid increase in carbon dioxide emissions as a direct result of human activity. Unless this trend can rapidly be reversed, all sorts of dire consequences lie ahead for our planet and its inhabitants.

These consequences are expected to manifest themselves not in the indefinite future, but within the next few decades. The worst case scenarios envisage a large-scale annihilation of life forms by the end of the century. If the self-destructive species known as Homo sapiens survives, its manner of existence will bear little resemblance to the way we live today.

Even the relatively less drastic predictions involve a rise in the sea level that will swallow up thousands of islands and rearrange the coastal contours of all continents, plus increased floods, droughts and other forms of extreme climatic events, involving repercussions such as vast crop failures and mass migrations.

One would have thought that acceptance of even a fraction of the forecasts would entail urgent action on a global scale. Yet, 10 years after the Kyoto Protocol, the extremely modest targets it set for the control of emissions remain unmet. The world’s single largest polluter, the United States of America, opted out of the protocol. It has lately been suggesting that it wishes to be part of a post-Kyoto arrangement — which might not be put in place until 2012, when the protocol expires.During the past year, however, there has been considerable movement towards accepting the basic premise of climate change. Many a sceptic has apparently seen the light. This purportedly includes George W. Bush, whose administration has hitherto given the impression of being a wholly-owned subsidiary of the American oil industry.

Until earlier this year, US officials were being accused of intimidating and censoring climate scientists at government agencies, while the American Enterprise Institute, a conservative think-tank funded by ExxonMobil, reportedly offered economists and scientists payments of $10,000 each to produce articles critical of a crucial report by the United Nations’ Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC).

Then, late last month, Bush floated the balloon of climate change negotiations parallel to the UN process. Governments and environmental groups alike rejected it as untenable or dismissed it as a delaying tactic. There was one exception: Tony Blair, the outgoing British prime minister, hailed it as an “important step forward”.

In an interview with The Guardian ahead of last week’s Group of Eight (G8) summit in Heiligendamm, Blair confidently asserted his ability to convince Bush on the subject. He apparently tried, and put a brave face on it afterwards, describing the reference to climate change in the G8 declaration variously as “a huge step forward” and as a “major, major step forward”.

Given the document’s tenor, it’s hard to concur with that optimistic conclusion. It speaks of a non-specific commitment to “taking strong and early action”. It goes on: “In setting a global goal for emissions reductions in the process we have agreed today involving all major emitters, we will consider seriously the decisions made by the European Union, Canada and Japan which will include at least a halving of global emissions by 2050.”

There you have it: the promise of serious consideration. The promise of words, not action. It is almost certain that the US will not go out of its way to reduce emissions for as long as Bush is in the White House, and it’s not very likely that his successor will be particularly enthusiastic about combating global warming – unless, by some quirk of politics, the job goes to Al Gore.

Bush made it clear at the G8 summit that his country would not be a party to any agreement unless China and India signed up to it as well. His anxiety bears no relation to the well-being of the two Asian giants, which between them are home to one-third of the world’s population. It is based on the fear that if the US agrees to abide by emission controls while China, in particular, does not, that would increase the latter’s competitive advantage.

On the face of it this seems like a legitimate concern, not least because China is expected in due course to overtake the US as the largest polluter on earth. However, it would not be surprising to find China resistant to the idea of equivalent restrictions on the grounds that the US, Japan and Western Europe weren’t encumbered by any such regulations at a comparable stage in their development.

For a long time, the theories of climate change were dismissed as an anti-developmental left-wing conspiracy, and one of the main reasons countries such as the US and Australia gave for their refusal to ratify Kyoto was that the curbs it imposed would interfere with the productivity and profitability of their industries.

Their apparent shift does not necessarily mean that the supremacy of the profit motive has suddenly been superseded by overwhelming concern for the state of the planet. Adversity, after all, has never prevented the captains of enterprise from trying to make a killing.

Given that the production of energy by burning fossil fuels is widely acknowledged to be the chief culprit in heightening greenhouse gas concentrations, one of the obvious solutions is to focus on cleaner technologies. For recent converts to the cause, this generally means nuclear power — a technology with an established reputation for efficiency as well as profitability. The problem of nuclear waste disposal and the risk of accidental meltdowns is inevitably underplayed.

Alternatives such as solar power and wind farms will, by and large, tend not to be sufficiently explored, because they require huge investments and offer, at best, delayed returns.

Developing genuinely clean technologies such as these would, under any circumstances, make a huge difference to the future of the planet. It isn’t hard to understand why most private companies would be reluctant to go down this road, as there is no guarantee of a pot of gold along the way. But what about governments, particularly those that have few qualms about routinely spending hundreds of billions of dollars on weapons of mass destruction?

If the serious exploration of solar and wind energy and related technologies had been launched 60 years ago, it is possible that dangerous levels of global warming might have been avoided — along with all oil wars. The danger now is that just as the neoliberal elite has co-opted the arguments about global-warming, it will also appropriate the prerogative of managing the solutions. If its record is anything to go by, this is likely to mean that it will act primarily to protect its own interests, thereby widening the gulf between rich and underprivileged nations.

If the predicted effects of climate change begin to manifest themselves with increasing frequency and ferocity in the years ahead, the developed world’s immediate interests will take precedence, while the poorer countries, whose contribution to the build-up of greenhouse gases has been minuscule, will bear the brunt of nature’s wrath — even though the planet’s fate in ecological terms is effectively indivisible.

The summit at Heiligendamm served as a reminder, for instance, that the commitments made to Africa by the G8 at Gleneagles two years earlier remain largely unfulfilled. Only someone as naive as Bob Geldof could have been surprised by the yawning gap between communiqués and deeds.

Overt scepticism about the human role in global warming, meanwhile, hasn’t altogether withered away. A diminishing band of right-wing commentators, relying on a handful of scientists (at least some of whom depend on the oil industry for their livelihood), continue to harp on the conspiracy angle. Their doubts are shared by an even tinier concentration of critics on the left, who suspect much of the fury has been whipped up by researchers with a vested interest in alarmism, as it keeps the grants flowing, and is now being sustained by corporations that have realised the growing penchant for green solutions can be milked for profits.

Not all of the criticism is misplaced: the schemes for buying and selling “carbon credits”, for instance, are clearly a cop-out, and in at least some cases the warming brigade’s mantra is reminiscent of religious devotion, making agnosticism seem like an attractive alternative.

Most of us are, of course, ill-equipped to judge the science behind climate change on its merits. There may be no harm in hoping against hope that the sceptics are right and that climate change is part of a natural cycle that will run its course without causing too much disruption. But that faint hope cannot justify complacency, given that the consequences of inaction could be catastrophic.

Besides, a cleaner, greener world can only be beneficial to present and future generations, even if it should turn out that global warming isn’t chiefly an anthropogenic phenomenon. However, last week’s G8 summit has only served to reinforce doubts about the likelihood of preventive action on a planetary scale.

The end may not be nigh — but if it is, it would be monumental (and quite possibly suicidal) folly to do nothing, or to entrust the planet’s fate to the malicious deity known as market forces.
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