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Unless there is ‘rapid and massive action, the problem of global warming will be twice as severe as predicted six years ago and possibly much worse.’ — Photo by Reuters 


Pakistan ill-prepared to cope with climate change challenges: UN 


In the most comprehensive exercise of its kind to date, research from MIT shows that unless there is ‘rapid and massive action, the problem [of global warming] will be twice as severe as predicted six years ago and possibly much worse’.
The climate modelling exercise shows that if we do too little or nothing to cut our emissions, temperatures by the end of this century could rise to seven degrees Celsius or more. But if we act ‘aggressively’ towards a low or zero carbon global economy, the temperature rise could be managed at or below four degrees Celsius.

To be able to manage the climate change impact, the world needs to cap global warming at two degrees C (above pre-industrial levels) by 2050. For this to happen, greenhouse gases have to be reduced by at least 85 per cent (from 1990 levels) within the next 40 years. As major greenhouse gases stay in the atmosphere for centuries or more, cuts should come sooner rather than later.

Predicting consequences of global warming is hard. Firstly, because natural processes that cause rains, storms, increases in sea level and other expected effects of global warming depend on many different factors. Secondly, because it is difficult to predict the size of greenhouse gas emissions for the coming decades, determined as they are by political realities and technology breakthroughs. So, all the projections about how severe climate shocks in the future might be understate the problem we face.

One big unknown is the impact of ‘positive feedbacks’. Think of these as vicious cycles — natural events, which, once they start, can accelerate global warming and climate change. It goes like this: as warming increases and white ice at the poles starts to melt — remember, white reflects light and dark absorbs — it will give way to darker water underneath, which will absorb more heat and lead to yet more warming, which in turn will melt ice faster and so on.

Another feedback of concern is the billions of tons of methane (a greenhouse gas 24 times more potent than CO2) trapped under oceans floors and Siberian permafrost which warming would release, speeding up climate change.

Evidence indicates feedbacks may have started to kick in. The extent of melting around the North Pole has come at least 20 years ahead of the most pessimistic predictions made by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change in 2007. The West Antarctica icecap — bigger than Greenland’s — is warming up faster than predicted. A major ice sheet in Antarctica is sliding into the sea at an astonishing rate and adding its mass to rising sea levels. Extreme weather events are increasing around the world.

Powerful and credible voices in the scientific community are saying that the window of opportunity has been fretted away and now we should brace ourselves for unprecedented consequences. The upcoming conference on climate change in Copenhagen in December — billed as the most important event since victors of the Second World War sat down to craft a new global order — offers little hope for stemming the rising tide of extreme weather events.

India and China, major polluters, whose share in global emissions is growing very fast, will not sign up to any global deal that commits them to emission reduction targets. They argue that they first need to develop their economies and raise the standard of living for their populations. They want western countries led by the US — who are collectively responsible for most of the historic emissions — to make cuts before asking others to do so. The US alone is responsible for 29 per cent of historic emissions. China’s share is eight per cent.

The EU and Japan promise big cuts but only if the US does too. The US is not willing to make any meaningful cuts unless China and India agree to do the same, because it fears losing its economic competitiveness. In short, politics-as-usual is precluding meaningful action and emissions continue to increase rapidly.

It is testimony to the dangers ahead that the US military has declared climate change a threat to its national security. They envision military intervention to deal with climate change-induced wars, collapsing states, massive displacement of people, food and water shortages and the like, within the next 25 to 30 years.

Pakistan, along with our neighbours in South Asia, is deemed extremely vulnerable to climate change. Climate shocks will exacerbate our existing development and environmental problems unimaginably. In the words of Foreign Policy magazine: ‘[Pakistan’s] … troubles today pale compared with what it might face 25 years from now. When it comes to the stability of one of the world’s most volatile regions, it’s the fate of the Himalayan glaciers that should be keeping us awake at night.’

Our ability to tackle water shortages, droughts, floods, food shortages, large displacement of people and disease outbreaks, and still continue as a viable entity, will depend (to an extent) on our preparedness. There is no evidence to suggest decision-makers in Pakistan are taking climate warnings seriously.

When we do get our act together, the need, first and foremost, will be to build our scientific capacity to anticipate climate-induced events and their likely impact. Regional cooperation — the scale of the problem is much too big for a country to fend for itself— will be vital. Given our weak administrative machinery, large segments of the public will need to be mobilised and trained to become foot soldiers for adaptation activities (e.g. schoolchildren collecting data on local temperature and precipitation). Most crucially, on the ground implementation will require effective local government — without this, there can be no viable climate adaptation.

Climate change adaptation activities will need to be aligned with present-day priorities — better water, irrigation, agricultural, livestock, forest and wetland management combine our immediate development concerns and longer-term climate adaptation needs.

Concurrently, we will need to evolve a plan to shift away from climate-dependent economic activities. Of course all this will require considerable resources most of which we will have to reallocate or generate. There has been much talk in the past by rich nations and international organisations to provide funds for climate change adaptation, but this has been little more than hot air.

