
 

Humanity's future in the balance at UN
climate summit

November 17 2015, by Mariëtte Le Roux

  
 

  

Terror-hit Paris will be hosting world leaders for a crunch climate summit from
November 30 to December 11, 2015

In two weeks' time, world leaders gather for a crunch climate summit in
terror-hit Paris to determine what kind of future awaits humankind.

Security fears threaten to overshadow the conference to be launched by
some 120 heads of state after a coordinated spree of attacks by gunmen
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and suicide bombers killed 129 people in the French capital.

But US President Barack Obama has stood firm in his resolve to attend
the November 30 opening, and France insists it won't bend a knee to
terrorism by postponing the event.

After all, the stakes are high.

Will we succeed in containing greenhouse gas emissions altering Earth's
climate? Or will we overshoot the critical warming level beyond which
science says our planet could become inhospitable to humans?

The answer will be determined by what emerges from the November
30-December 11 haggle.

The conference represents the first bid for a truly universal climate
rescue pact since the chaotic 2009 summit in Copenhagen ended in bitter
disappointment.

Much has changed since then: evidence has accumulated for the
planetary perils we face; low-carbon technology has become cheaper and
more readily available; and political, business and public pressure for a
future powered by renewable energy has gained momentum.

At the same time, the window of opportunity for action has narrowed.

Just last week, Britain's weather office said Earth has already heated by
about 1 C—halfway to the UN target of limiting average global warming
to two degrees Celsius (3.6 Fahrenheit) above pre-Industrial Revolution
levels.

The World Meteorological Organization says greenhouse gas levels in
the atmosphere hit a new record in 2014.
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"We have a dramatic increase in the extreme weather events connected
to climate," former US vice president and Nobel-awarded climate
activist Al Gore told AFP last week.

"We're seeing sea level rise (to) now flood the streets of many cities
during high tides. We're seeing refugee crises that have multiple causes,
but we know they are made worse by, for example, the historic climate-
related drought in Syria.

  
 

  

National carbon-cutting pledges so far and evaluation of whether or not they are
sufficient to prevent global warming exceeding +2°C. 135 x 101 mm

"There is a need, for multiple reasons, to stabilise the climate and stop
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disrupting it."

Who pays?

The urgency may be in clearer focus, but the same political divisions
which thwarted negotiations in Copenhagen still course through the
195-nation climate forum.

For the most part, the talks pit rich nations against developing ones, and
the core dispute has remained unaltered for two decades: who should do
what to limit the damage, and who should pay?

Developing countries place the onus for emission curbs on rich nations
historically responsible for polluting the atmosphere with fossil fuel
emissions.

But developed countries, led by the United States, insist that emerging
giants such as China and India, the world's number one and four carbon
emitters respectively, should do their part.

Another argument is about money.

Poor nations say they need help to finance the costly shift to renewable
energy, and to shore up their defences against climate change-induced
superstorms, drought and land-gobbling sea level rise.

The Paris agreement will replace the 1997 Kyoto Protocol, which
expires in 2020 and committed only advanced economies to cutting
greenhouse gases. It notably excluded the United States, the world's
second-biggest carbon emitter, which refused to ratify it.

The Paris Conference of Parties (COP21) is tasked with producing a
deal committing all the world's nations to action starting in 2020.

4/8



 

About 160 countries have already filed voluntary carbon-curbing pledges
to underpin the future pact, but scientists say the aggregate effect falls
far short, and Earth is on course for warming of about 3 C, or more.

  
 

  

The carcass of a dead cow lies in the Black Umfolozi River, dry from the effects
of a severe drought north of Durban, South Africa on November 9, 2015

Scientists say 2 C is the threshold beyond which humankind will struggle
to adapt to massive crop failures, water shortages, killer storms, disease
spread and wars over dwindling resources.

We can't fail

The Paris conference was meant to be preceded by a mass rally in the
city on November 29 to prod political leaders into action, but security
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concerns mean that is now at risk.

The conference itself will gather some 40,000 delegates, journalists,
observers and exhibitors, and France has said security forces will focus
their attention there.

There will be more than a hundred speeches at the start of the summit,
with some political star power set to grab the world's attention.

  
 

  

A National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration satellite image shows the
sea surface temperature for the month of October 2015, where the orange-red
colours are above normal temperatures and indicative of El Niño

China's Xi Jinping, Narendra Modi of India and Russia's Vladimir Putin
had all confirmed their attendance prior to the November 13 Paris
attacks.
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After the opening, rank-and-file diplomats will have a week to produce a
draft of the deal to be finalised and signed by environment ministers.

As it stands, the 55-page blueprint negotiated over the last six years is
little more than a wish list of individual nations—many of them
contradictory—for dealing with the challenge at hand.

  
 

  

Coral reefs, such as these in the lagoon of the Toau atoll, near Tahiti in the
Tuamotu Archipelago in French Polynesia, are dying as water temperatures
increase

Many fear this may be our last stab at producing a negotiated plan for
ensuring Earth remains hospitable to humans.

Japanese climate negotiator Aya Hoshida told AFP: "If we fail... it will
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be very difficult to create the same type of momentum and a sense of
urgency to adopt this agreement."

© 2015 AFP
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