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Further warnings on climate change  

at the end of 2012 

Bill Frilay 
It may be appropriate to take stock on where we are with this issue that Kevin Rudd described as the 

greatest moral challenge of our time (and which he subsequently ditched!). 

We now have a carbon tax. It is impacting and will continue to impact significantly or substantially 

(depending on your definition) on our electricity and gas prices – as it is meant to do. After all, the idea is 

to change behaviours and reduce hydrocarbon emissions. But it is not likely to impact to a great extent on 

non-energy products; on these, the effect is indirect and diluted. The carbon tax is an interim solution to 

2015, when it is planned to switch to an emissions trading scheme which would operate within and across 

borders (ie a company could buy and sell emissions certificates internationally). The Government recently 

passed legislation to put a floor on the price at which these emissions can be traded after 2015. 

Now, the carbon tax is a blunt instrument. It does not guarantee that we will achieve our planned 5% 

reduction by 2020, although it is a move in that direction. Emissions trading will probably increase 

efficiency and direction towards the goal, but I believe the critical issue was to have some scheme up and 

running. That is, to take a first step, which, as 

many have said, is often the hardest part. The 

argument that we wait until there is broad 

international  agreement before acting does not 

wash. Diplomats grow old negotiating 

international agreements, and on this issue we 

can’t afford to do that. Someone needs to make a 

start off their own bat, and some areas have: the 

EU, California (by itself the fourth largest 

economy in the world), Canada, and New Zealand; 

China has a number of initiatives, and the UK has 

set strong targets. And if you achieve a majority  - 

as compared to all - of the big emitters taking 

some initial action, you are well on the way. 

Australia is probably the country that has 

weathered the GFC storm best.  Therefore, 

morally, I think we had to start. 

A key to going early is to assist those industries 

which are both energy intensive and exposed to 

international competition. You don’t want to 

sacrifice your industries on the altar of altruism, 

or, worse, competitively assist those countries 

which refuse to take any action on emissions 

(Ross Garnaut described this as an example of 

prisoner’s dilemma). And assistance is being 

made available to these industries (they are 
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already under the pump due to the high dollar, but that is a separate issue!). And of course, socially, there 

have been tax reductions to lower income recipients to assist in the adjustment. 

Has the science changed?   

Has there been anything which disproves or questions the general view that actions by humans are causing 

global warming? (This is apart from global warming occurring for natural reasons which has occurred 

historically.)  How I wish it were so, and that we did not have to take action! But, noting that I am not a 

scientist, I haven’t seen anything which really bucks the general view. I gather that, if anything, the science 

has firmed. So we press on. 

How is the world travelling?  What is the recent data? 

The International Energy Agency (IEA) released its updated emissions estimates in May of this year. This 

included its estimates for emissions for 2011. It contained some bad news, and some good. 

First the bad news. Global emission continued to rise in 2011, up 1 gigatonne (GT)  from 29.6 GT to 31.6 GT. 

Under the IEA’s scenario, in order to limit the increase in average global temperature to 2 degrees, 

emissions must peak at 32.6 GT no later than 2017. That is only 1 GT above where we were in 2011. IEA 

Chief Economist Fatih Birol commented that “…the door to a 2-degree C trajectory is about to close”. 

Dissecting the IEA 2011 data, there was a 6.1% rise in emissions in countries outside the OECD, and this 

was partly offset by a 0.6% drop for those in the OECD. (Note that the OECD at this stage is a much larger 

emitter, so that 0.6% in absolute terms would be relatively high.) China’s rose by 720 million tonnes (MT) 

or 9.3%. Despite this, Dr Birol acknowledged that China’s action “...to improve energy efficiency and deploy 

clean energy is already paying major dividends to the global environment”. Had they not done so, China’s 

emissions would have been 1.5 GT higher than they are. India’s emissions rose by 140 MT, or 8.7%.  

Notwithstanding these increases, China and India’s per-capita CO2 emissions remain just 63% and 15% of 

the OECD average respectively. 

Of course, we have to expect this. The non-OECD countries want to improve their standards of living, many 

from a very basic level. So a rise is inevitable in energy consumption for these countries. Sure, this needs to 

be done as efficiently as possible to minimise the rise in emissions. But a key corresponding issue is whether 

the OECD nations work to reduce their emissions as much as possible to offset this rise. 

Now to some - well, moderately - good news. US emissions fell by 92 MT or 1.7% in 2011 due to a mild 

winter and ongoing switching from coal to natural gas in power generation. Since 2006, US emissions have 

fallen by 430 MT or 7.7%. I am told that, had USA signed Kyoto, it would have achieved its target!  

According to the IEA this emission decline is due to transport efficiencies, increased oil prices, the economic 

downturn, and the substantial shift away from coal to gas in the power section. 

This shift has been towards the use of shale gas, discovered in abundance in USA. To me, this is a good sign.  

There are many technical avenues to reducing emissions, and the use of gas is one of them. These avenues 

provide a bridge over the medium to long term to finding an ultimate solution, and this will no doubt occur. 

That this has happened without any government direction or assistance - as far as I am aware - is not an 

argument for laisser-faire. Indeed, the reaction may have been much greater with government direction or 

incentive. The use of shale gas has some analogy with coal seam gas which is proving to be abundant in 

Australia. As I understand it, the environmental issues with the latter are greater - although I suspect 

soluble – and this may prove a useful coal substitute for Australia. 

But this US example does give some hope. I think if the global frameworks were set right, there would be an 

industrial and consumer response on a very broad front – even with coal (imagine the impact if this very 

large producer’s emissions were reduced by 10%). Individually, these actions would not be enough, but 

collectively they would go a long way at least to limiting the rise in temperature. 

A friend recently suggested to me that the populace has grown weary of this issue – you can only shock 

people a number of times - and may have concluded that a 2-degree rise won’t be catastrophic. In case we 
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are complacent, just recently the World Bank released a report Turn down the heat: why a 4-degree C 

world must be avoided. The report, commissioned by the Bank, was prepared by the Potsdam Institute for 

Climate Impact Research and Climate Analytics. 

Quoting the World Bank Chairman’s Foreword to the report: 

The report spells out what the world would be like if it warmed by 4 degrees Celsius, which is 

what scientists are predicting by the end of the century, without serious policy change. 

The 4 degree C scenarios are devastating: the inundation of coastal cities; increased risks for 

food production potentially leading to higher malnutrition rates; many dry regions becoming 

dryer, wet regions becoming wetter; unprecedented heatwaves in many regions, especially in 

the tropics; substantially exacerbated water scarcity in many regions; increased frequency of 

high-intensity tropical cyclones; and irreversible loss of biodiversity, including coral reef 

systems. 

The Chairman acknowledges the uncertainty about the scenarios depicted, but the scenarios cannot be 

discarded, and justify strengthening climate change policies. It hopes that the report will shock nations into 

action. The World Bank’s work focuses on less developed nations. And indeed, they would probably be 

worst affected under the above scenarios. 

The World Bank agrees with Kevin Rudd: it is a “moral imperative”. The impact of the GFC may have 

leapfrogged this issue, but it has not gone away. In 2008, Ross Garnaut described this as a “diabolical policy 

problem”, because it is uncertain (probably less so now); it is a creeping problem – insidious at this stage, 

and not yet confrontational; it is long term; it requires a global approach; and, while long term, the systems 

to address it must be put in place now. 

For all sorts of reasons including prudence, the strategy needs to followed through nationally and 

internationally. 

Bill Frilay is a regular contributor to Social Policy Connections, and has been monitoring the debate on climate 

change closely. 

 

http://www.iea.org/newsroomandevents/news/2012/may/name,27216,en.html. 
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