
 

UN climate report: 'Atlas of human
suffering' worse, bigger

February 28 2022, by Seth Borenstein

  
 

  

Bruce McDougal watches embers fly over his property as the Bond Fire burns
through the Silverado community in Orange County, Calif., on Dec. 3, 2020. The
United Nations on Monday, Feb. 28, 2022, released a new report on climate
change. Credit: AP Photo/Noah Berger, File

Deadly with extreme weather now, climate change is about to get so
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much worse. It is likely going to make the world sicker, hungrier, poorer,
gloomier and way more dangerous in the next 18 years with an
"unavoidable" increase in risks, a new United Nations science report
says.

And after that watch out.

The UN Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change report said
Monday that if human-caused global warming isn't limited to just
another couple tenths of a degree, an Earth now struck regularly by
deadly heat, fires, floods and drought in future decades will degrade in
127 ways, with some being "potentially irreversible."

"The cumulative scientific evidence is unequivocal: Climate change is a
threat to human well-being and planetary health," says the major report
designed to guide world leaders in their efforts to curb climate change.
Delaying cuts in heat-trapping carbon emissions and waiting on adapting
to warming's impacts, it warns, "will miss a brief and rapidly closing
window of opportunity to secure a liveable and sustainable future for
all."

Today's children who may still be alive in the year 2100 are going to
experience four times more climate extremes than they do now even
with only a few more tenths of a degree of warming over today's heat.
But if temperatures increase nearly 2 more degrees Celsius from now
(3.4 degrees Fahrenheit) they would feel five times the floods, storms,
drought and heat waves, according to the collection of scientists at the
IPCC.
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Mohamed Mohamud, a ranger from the Sabuli Wildlife Conservancy, looks at
the carcass of a giraffe that died of hunger near Matana Village, Wajir County,
Kenya, Monday, Oct. 25, 2021. The United Nations on Monday, Feb. 28, 2022,
released a new report on climate change. Credit: AP Photo/Brian Inganga, File

Already at least 3.3 billion people's daily lives "are highly vulnerable to
climate change" and 15 times more likely to die from extreme weather,
the report says. Large numbers of people are being displaced by
worsening weather extremes. And the world's poor are being hit by far
the hardest, it says.

More people are going to die each year from heat waves, diseases,
extreme weather, air pollution and starvation because of global warming,
the report says. Just how many people die depends on how much heat-
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trapping gas from the burning of coal, oil and natural gas gets spewed
into the air and how the world adapts to an ever-hotter world, scientists
say.

"Climate change is killing people," said co-author Helen Adams of
King's College London. "Yes, things are bad, but actually the future
depends on us, not the climate."

  
 

  

Rangers from the Sabuli Wildlife Conservancy supply water from a tanker for
wild animals in the conservancy in Wajir County, Kenya, Oct. 26, 2021. The
United Nations on Monday, Feb. 28, 2022, released a new report on climate
change. Credit: AP Photo/Brian Inganga, File
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With every tenth of a degree of warming, many more people die from
heat stress, heart and lung problems from heat and air pollution,
infectious diseases, illnesses from mosquitoes and starvation, the authors
say.

The report lists mounting dangers to people, plants, animals, ecosystems
and economies, with people at risk in the millions and billions and
potential damages in the trillions of dollars. The report highlights people
being displaced from homes, places becoming uninhabitable, the number
of species dwindling, coral disappearing, ice shrinking and rising and
increasingly oxygen-depleted and acidic oceans.

Some of these risks can still be prevented or lessened with prompt
action.

"Today's IPCC report is an atlas of human suffering and a damning
indictment of failed climate leadership," United Nations Secretary-
General Antonio Guterres said in a statement. "With fact upon fact, this
report reveals how people and the planet are getting clobbered by climate
change."
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Shayanne Summers holds her dog, Toph, while wrapped in a blanket after
several days of staying in a tent at an evacuation center at the Milwaukie-
Portland Elks Lodge, Sunday, Sept. 13, 2020, in Oak Grove, Ore. The United
Nations on Monday, Feb. 28, 2022, released a new report on climate change.
Credit: AP Photo/John Locher, File

The panel of more than 200 scientists puts out a series of these massive
reports every five to seven years, with this one, the second of the series,
devoted to how climate change affects people and the planet. Last
August the science panel published a report on the latest climate science
and projections for future warming, branded "code red" by the United
Nations.

Climate scientist Katharine Hayhoe of The Nature Conservancy, who
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wasn't part of the latest report, calls it the "Your House is on Fire"
report.

"There's real existential threats," report co-chair Debra Roberts of South
Africa told The Associated Press.

Since the last version of this impacts panel's report in 2014, "all the risks
are coming at us faster than we thought before," said report co-author
Maarten van Aalst, a climate scientist for the International Federation of
Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, mentioning floods, droughts and
storms. "More of it will get really bad much sooner than we thought
before."

  
 

  

Homes are flooded in the aftermath of Hurricane Ida, Monday, Aug. 30, 2021, in
Jean Lafitte, La. The United Nations on Monday, Feb. 28, 2022, released a new
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report on climate change. Credit: AP Photo/David J. Phillip, File

"Every bit of warming matters. The longer you wait... the more you will
pay later," said report co-chair Hans-Otto Poertner of Germany told the
AP in an interview.

Since 2008, weather disasters have forced about 20 million people a year
out of their homes as climate change refugees, with the future looking
even grimmer in some places, according to the report.

By 2050, a billion people will face coastal flooding risk from rising seas,
the report says. More people will be forced out of their homes from
weather disasters, especially flooding, sea level rise and tropical
cyclones.

"Some regions that are presently densely populated will become unsafe
or uninhabitable," the report says. And it says that small islands face that
"overarching significant risk" of no longer being livable.

And eventually in some places it will become too hot for people to work
outdoor, which will be a problem for raising crops, said report co-author
Rachel Bezner Kerr of Cornell University.
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Houses lay between the Senegal river, top, and the Atlantic Ocean beach that has
been affected by erosion in Saint Louis, Senegal, Wednesday, Nov. 3, 2021. The
United Nations on Monday, Feb. 28, 2022, released a new report on climate
change. Credit: AP Photo/Leo Correa, File

Some of these climate change harms have been warned about for years,
even decades, and have become reality, now written in the past and
present tenses. Others are still warnings about future woes fast
approaching.

Monday's 36-page summary, condensed from more than 1,000 pages of
analysis, was written by scientists and then edited line-by-line by
governments and scientists with that final summary approved by
consensus Saturday during a two-week virtual conference that occurred

9/19



 

while Russia invaded Ukraine. In the final hours, a Ukrainian delegate
made an impassioned plea that the war not overshadow the climate
change report, some authors said.

"Climate change isn't lurking around the corner waiting to pounce. It's
already upon us raining down blows on billions of people," United
Nations Environment Programme Director Inger Andersen said.

  
 

  

A youngster, with an eye drawn on her hand to show she is watching and 1.5 for
countries to keep warming below 1.5 degrees Celsius, takes part in a Fridays for
Future climate protest inside a plenary corridor at the SEC (Scottish Event
Campus) venue for the COP26 U.N. Climate Summit, in Glasgow, Scotland,
Wednesday, Nov. 10, 2021. The United Nations on Monday, Feb. 28, 2022,
released a new report on climate change. Credit: AP Photo/Alberto Pezzali, File
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Study authors said much of Africa, parts of Central and South America,
small islands and South Asia are "hot spots" for the worst harm to people
and ecosystems.

The report has a new emphasis on the mental health toll climate change
has taken, both on people displaced or harmed by extreme weather and
on people's anxiety level, especially youths worried about their futures.

If the world warms just another nine-tenths of a degree Celsius from
now (1.6 degrees Fahrenheit), the amount of land burned by wildfires
globally will increase by 35%, the report says.

And the rest of the living world won't be spared either, with the report
warning of climate change extinctions. Already two species—the
mammal Bramble Cays melomys in Australia and Central America's
golden toad—have gone extinct because of climate change.
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Roots are photographed near the old village of Aceredo in northwestern Spain,
Friday, Feb. 11, 2022. The United Nations on Monday, Feb. 28, 2022, released a
new report on climate change. Credit: AP Photo/Emilio Morenatti, File

"The risk of extinction in biodiversity hotspots increases by about
tenfold as warming rises from 1.5 to 3 degrees Celsius," said Poertner,
the German co-chair.

With just one more degree Celsius of warming (1.8 degrees Fahrenheit),
20% of the world's species will become endangered, representing
"severe biodiversity risk," the report says.

One of the biggest changes in the report from previous versions
emphasizes how crucial a key temperature threshold is scientifically and
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for people and how exceeding it, even if only a few decades, can cause
permanent damage.

In the 2015 Paris agreement, the world adopted a goal of limiting
warming to 1.5 degrees Celsius (2.7 degrees Fahrenheit) since pre-
industrial times, which was then further cemented when a special IPCC
report in 2018 showed massive harms beyond that 1.5 degree mark. This
new report found that threshold is even more important, but scientists do
note that the world does not fall off a cliff after that mark.

  
 

  

Diver Everton Simpson plants staghorn harvested from a coral nursery inside the
the White River Fish Sanctuary Tuesday, Feb. 12, 2019, in Ocho Rios, Jamaica.
Simpson uses bits of fishing line to tie clusters of staghorn coral onto rocky
outcroppings, a temporary binding until the coral's limestone skeleton grows and
fixes itself onto the rock. The goal is to jumpstart the natural growth of a coral
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reef. Credit: AP Photo/David J. Phillip, File

Because the world is already 1.1 degrees (2 degrees Fahrenheit) warmer
than pre-industrial time and emissions are still rising, not falling, the vast
majority of future scenarios show temperatures are on track to shoot
well above 1.5 degrees, hitting the mark in the 2030s. So some officials
began to count on going over that threshold and coming back down a
decade or so later with still-to-be-proven expensive technology to suck
carbon out of the air or by some other means.

Monday's report says that if that overshoot happens, "then many human
and natural systems will face additional severe risks... some will be
irreversible, even if global warming is reduced."

Countries need to do more to adapt to warming, with rich countries
needing to do a better job giving financial help to poorer nations to
adjust to climate change caused mostly by the developing world, the
report says. But there are limits to what adapting can accomplish and
sometimes—like in the case of sea walls—technical fixes to lessen
harms in one place will make it worse somewhere else, the report says.
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Yvonne Lacobon hugs a dog beside Tommy Williams at Williams' home
damaged by Hurricane Ida, Saturday, Sept. 4, 2021, in Dulac, La. The United
Nations on Monday, Feb. 28, 2022, released a new report on climate change.
Credit: AP Photo/John Locher, File
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Climate activists take part in a demonstration outside the venue of the COP26
U.N. Climate Summit in Glasgow, Scotland, Friday, Nov. 12, 2021. The United
Nations on Monday, Feb. 28, 2022, released a new report on climate change.
Credit: AP Photo/Scott Heppell, File
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Jungle stands next to an area that was burnt due to wildfires near Porto Velho,
Brazil, Friday, Aug. 23, 2019. The United Nations on Monday, Feb. 28, 2022,
released a new report on climate change. Credit: AP Photo/Victor R. Caivano,
File
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Fog covers the landscape in a flooded area near the Ebro River in the small
village of Alcala de Ebro, Aragon province, northern Spain, Dec. 13, 2021. The
United Nations on Monday, Feb. 28, 2022, released a new report on climate
change. Credit: AP Photo/Alvaro Barrientos, File

"This has to be a whole of society response. Not a single individual,
community, city or government can opt out," South African co-chair
Roberts said in a Monday press conference. "While action is happening,
it's not rapid enough and it's uneven."

Amid all the danger signs, experts said they want to shy away from
doom.

"Fear is not a good advisor and never is," German vice chancellor and
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minister for climate and economy Robert Habeck told the AP. "Hope is
the right one."

Hayhoe said what's needed is realism, action and hope.

"It's really bad and there's a good chance that it will get worse," Hayhoe
said. "But if we do everything we can, that will make a difference. Our
actions will make the difference... That's what hope is."

© 2022 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not
be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed without permission.
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