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GLOBAL WARMING: THE ELEVENTH HOUR

This monthly column began in November 2008 on a high note, celebrating the passing of the UK Climate Change Bill; a tough bill setting targets to reduce our carbon emissions by 80% by the year 2050.  Over the past year this column has covered a wide range of environmental issues, reporting positive progress and local success stories as well as a few setbacks.  

One year on this is a good time to take stock of what has been achieved. There have been many initiatives to raise our environmental awareness: the Green Valleys energy project; the Abergavenny Bag campaign; the screening of films such as An Inconvenient Truth, Message in the Waves and The Age of Stupid, and many public meetings to discuss all aspects of the environment.  If nothing else, everyone is now fully conscious of the urgent need to face up to the consequences of our decades of neglect of the world around us. People are recycling more, insulating their homes, using fewer plastic bags and growing more of their own food.  These are all positive steps in the right direction, but they are only the beginning.
There is no doubt that we have dug ourselves a very deep environmental hole and it will take a superhuman effort to claw our way back out of it.  We often feel helpless in the face of the enormity of the challenge.  We don’t think our feeble efforts will make any difference.  Well, my motto is: nobody can do everything but everybody can do something.  

I have no truck with people who refuse to take steps to reduce their carbon footprint, consume less energy, waste less food, buy less stuff because they say if China and the USA are not doing their fair share what’s the point.  Remember that carbon dioxide persists for over 100 years in the atmosphere and much of what is up there was created by our own industrial revolution. We, along with the other developed countries, bear most of the responsibility for the state we’re in.  
As far as climate change is concerned we are at the eleventh hour.  I cling to the hope that humanity as a whole will undertake the radical change in behaviour and attitude required to tackle this environmental crisis.  It’s a crisis of our own making and we are the only ones who can do something about it.  In spite of what some misguided people still maintain, scientific evidence has indicated that human action, crucially the burning of fossil fuel, is causing rapid and unprecedented climate change. Make no mistake, the overwhelming majority of the scientific establishment is agreed on this.  

Whatever we do we need to do it fast.  That means putting environmental concerns at the top of our agenda.  It means local authorities building sustainability into every policy and strategy.  It means central government urgently addressing energy saving, food production, transport, building and construction.  And it means the countries of the world finally agreeing to concerted action to reverse potentially disastrous climate change and then, most importantly, complying with it.
Our world is at a crossroads.  Post credit crunch we have a rare opportunity to completely rethink the way we live and make a fresh start. Our faith in big business and governments has taken a beating.  Commentators are pessimistic about the ability of the Climate Summit in Copenhagen next month to produce action rather than yet more watered-down rhetoric.  Let us pray they are proved wrong.  Our politicians cannot afford to let us down.
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