Acting for a Safe Climate
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In April’s Intouch I discussed the urgency of humanity’s environmental predicament and introduced carbon budgets as a way to assess cumulative emission effects on temperature. This showed that we haven’t a lot of ‘room’ left in the atmosphere to put more carbon into. This month I set out further background to put actions PHAA needs to be taking into context.

Australia’s Low Carbon Future response has been flawed. There was an almost naïve belief that the market would fix the problem without a strong regulatory mechanism to drive and guide it. The CPRS suffered insufficiently tight regulation, too loose caps on carbon and the market mechanism that was proposed was undermined by the caps on petrol price, a cap on carbon price and handouts to the fossil fuel industry. 

Further the government failed to clearly explain this legislation and it mechanisms to Australians. This and the confused nature of the actual proposals, is one of the reasons the opposition has been able to make the mileage it has on stalling Australian action. More background discussion to the CPRS is available on the EHSIG webpage.
This situation has the importance and the urgency to constitute an emergency. We have about a decade to take the necessary action. Governments and society need to recognise and act on the emergency. We have to reduce emissions to zero as fast as is possible and then begin to draw carbon down out of the atmosphere to minimise damage from global warming. The problem with CO2 emissions is not just warming but ocean acidification which impacts on marine life and related ecosystems.

These changes are happening in the context of emergence of several resource shortages, the most important of which is oil because of our society’s heavy reliance on this for mobile energy and goods. Thus any plan to manage environmental change has to accommodate the likelihood that oil will become progressively more expensive and eventually scarce.

The relationship of the health sector to environmental change operates at the causative and impacts levels. The current socioeconomic paradigm which undermines the social determinants of health results in rising rates of mental and physical (chronic) illness, social inequality and crime, and are also determinants of the damage to our environment and obstacles to stopping and repairing the damage. In acting to mitigate environmental damage and to adapt to the inevitable changes, co-benefits for health emerge at several levels from better exercise through greater social amenity to a more equitable society.

Significantly impacts that result in collapse of complex industrial society cannot be ruled out. Nor, over a span of a century or so, can the extinction of our species. The fundamental aim is to preserve complex industrial society that is in a sustainable relationship with the environment on which it depends. 

The major obstacle is the resistance to change by politicians and corporate leaders, and to a lesser extent the fear of change in the population. This resistance is multifactorial. Our major challenge is to bring about change in a way that empowers people rather than frightening them into further denial. The mechanisms of social change are already understood. What is lacking is a program to implement them.

The knowledge and technology to rapidly over a few years expand low emission energy sources and efficiency measures are available. Strategic programs to support their roll-out are lacking. Energy policy needs to develop to incorporate the need to reduce reliance on carbon in all its forms. Restructuring the energy and transport sectors, and in turn other related parts of our economy, need to start immediately. Habits of work and leisure will need to change. Industrial processes similarly will need reconstructing.

Beside clear policy framework, some government incentive and support to do this will be needed. Consequent to a strategic policy framework, market mechanisms might most efficiently allocate resources to undertake innovations and the restructuring. But they are a follow on not the drivers.

Biosequestration processes exist and together with reforestation can begin to immediately draw down carbon. Geo-engineering is still in its early days and more work is needed to assess if the risks of deploying such techniques are worth any potential benefits. Geo-sequestration and fourth generation nuclear reactors are still unproven technological fixes and are diverting resources and policy focus away from more immediately possible responses.

Individuals, families and communities can help by becoming more involved in local, community building, activity to assist society transitioning to a low energy, ecologically sustainable economy which supports a society that is fair, equitable and healthy. In such a society we can be as prosperous as we need.

The painfully little steps made at Copenhagen show that neither politicians nor leaders in the corporate world seem to understand (or they are in psychological denial). They are faced with momentous decisions that challenge core beliefs. Public disappointment is removing the pressure that had been on them to act and our government’s handling of this has allowed the doubt sowers a free hand. Nevertheless now is a critical time to engender political will to act in the long term, common interest, for future humanity.
A draft interim Safe Climate Policy that sets out more specifically how PHAA might act is in the Policy Forum of the PHAA website at http://www.phaa.net.au/members/forumsList.php?FID=43. Comments are invited.
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