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I would first like to thank Hermann Scheer for his kind introduction, also Matthias Klopfer, Mayor of Schorndorf and Katrin Altpeter.

I would like to speak to you about common sense – specifically, what common sense dictates that we must urgently do to avoid the many “tipping points” humanity currently faces.

First, we should ask ourselves – what is common sense? There have been many attempts to define it, from Thomas Paine’s famous pamphlet of 1776, to philosopher G. E. Moore’s 1925 essay. 

Over the past few hundred years, many of our greatest thinkers have been rather unkind about common sense. Albert Einstein, for example, once wrote, “Common sense is just the collection of prejudices acquired by age eighteen.”

But there is value in the idea of common sense. In its defence, Thomas Jefferson once wrote, “I can never fear that things will go far wrong where common sense has fair play.” And when I think about the many crises we currently face in the world today, about which I will speak in a moment, it occurs to me how many of them could have been averted, if we had only employed a modicum of common sense.

If we had only looked ahead, into a world where fossil fuels were exhausted, surely common sense would have dictated that we break our out-of-control oil addiction and invest heavily in renewable energies? If we had only looked ahead, into a world teetering on the brink of nuclear disaster, surely common sense would have dictated that we enforce worldwide nuclear disarmament? If we had only looked ahead, into a world destabilised by conflicts, surely common sense would have dictated some other path besides waging illegal, immoral and unwinnable wars?

 “To see what is in front of one’s nose requires a constant struggle,” wrote George Orwell. But that is precisely the challenge set for us by common sense. We are at an unprecedented moment in human history, on the precipice of not one or two global catastrophes, but many. The world today stands at the tipping points of nuclear disaster, armed conflicts and climate chaos. So far we have been unable to prevent our planet and our civilisation from descending down a dangerous path. Perhaps what we need now, in order to save our planet and ourselves – or perhaps to save our planet from ourselves – is a heavy dose of good, old-fashioned common sense.
The nuclear threat 
In January 2007, an opinion piece in The Wall Street Journal called “World Free of Nuclear Weapons” said: “Nuclear weapons today present tremendous dangers, but also an historic opportunity. U.S. leadership will be required to take the world to the next stage – to a solid consensus for reversing reliance on nuclear weapons globally as a vital contribution to preventing their proliferation into potentially dangerous hands, and ultimately ending them as a threat to the world.”

Now who would have thought that I would be quoting Henry Kissinger, George Schultz, William Perry and Sam Nunn? But perhaps you should not be surprised: the nuclear issue is not a partisan political issue. Some of you may know that Ronald Reagan, at the end of his term in office, was strongly opposed to nuclear weapons. Reagan called for the abolition of “all nuclear weapons”, which he considered “totally irrational, totally inhumane, good for nothing but killing, possibly destructive of life on earth and civilisation”.
The strategy of defending the manufacture and stockpiling of nuclear weapons, as an effective deterrent to others, is now recognised as a flawed argument. They are no longer justified as a means of American-Soviet deterrence.
Mohammed El-Baradei, Director General of the International Atomic Energy Agency, has been quoted as saying, “We need to treat nuclear weapons the way we treat slavery or genocide. There needs to be a taboo over possessing them.”

It is not only that our governments are violating international agreements that they themselves signed by manufacturing more nuclear weapons. They are also acting with shocking arrogance and carelessness when it comes to handling the weapons they have already. Even the supposedly most advanced nations can be alarmingly lax when it comes to security precautions. So what does common sense dictate we should do about nuclear weapons?
1. It dictates that world governments should commit to ratifying the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty and end the production of fissile material for weapons use.
2. It dictates that all nuclear weapons are taken off “high alert”.

3. It dictates that an international treaty is agreed to prevent the arms race in space.

4. It dictates that all nuclear states should guarantee never to use nuclear weapons against non-nuclear states.

5. But moreover, it dictates that nuclear weapons should be swiftly and permanently eradicated from every corner of the Earth.

The tolerance for error when it comes to nuclear weapons is very low – in fact, it is zero. But zero tolerance cannot realistically be achieved, which is another reason why immediate and worldwide disarmament is such an important, and a pressing, priority. Governor Schwarzenegger said, “Mistakes are made in every other human endeavour. Why should nuclear weapons be exempt?”

My good friend David Krieger, President of the Nuclear Age Peace Foundation, noted in an article earlier this year that “even Edward Teller, father of the H-Bomb, recognized, ‘Sooner or later a fool will prove greater than the proof, even in a foolproof system.’” That is just common sense. 

In order to affect real change globally, we now need one of the major powers to take the plunge. The question has now become: “Who’s going to give them up first?” When they consider their responses to our pleas, politicians would do well to keep in mind the words of two men.

The first is Dwight D. Eisenhower, who pledged America’s determination “to devote its entire heart and mind to find the way by which the miraculous inventiveness of man shall not be dedicated to his death, but consecrated to his life.”

The second is a man who knows as much about nuclear weapons as anyone, Mikhail Gorbachev. He said that “the infinite and uncontrollable fury of nuclear weapons should never be held in the hands of any mere mortal ever again, for any reason.” That, as I am sure Mr Gorbachev would agree, is not only what morality, but also what common sense, dictates.

Armed conflict
One of the most obvious and flagrant affronts to common sense is war, particularly the threat to human security posed by illegal and immoral wars, such the war waged against Iraq in violation of the UN Charter’s guiding principle of maintaining international peace and security by President George Bush and former Prime Minister Blair.

In 2002, the Bush administration promulgated a new National Security Doctrine – the doctrine of “pre-emptive strike”. George W. Bush and Tony Blair should be judged according to the principles of international law. At the Nuremberg trials, aggressive wars were declared the supreme international crime. George W. Bush’s doctrine of pre-emptive strike should be regarded as a crime against peace.

Common sense tells us that we should never have started this war. It further dictates, in the interests of peace and security, that we must end it now. In 2003, we were told that Saddam Hussein’s weapons of mass destruction represented an imminent threat to world security. We now know there were no weapons of mass destruction: the world was deceived by the Bush and Blair regimes.

In 2003, we were told that Saddam Hussein was collaborating with al-Qaeda. We now know that this was a deception. Al-Qaeda was never in Iraq under Saddam Hussein – but it is now.

In 2003, we were told that world security depended on the removal of the Iraqi government. But the world has now become a far more dangerous place, thanks to the invasion of Iraq. Its consequences can be seen in every corner of the globe: international terrorism has flourished in defiance of George W. Bush’s war on terror.
I would like to briefly speak about the legacy of the Iraq War. Let us look at the balance sheet:

•
Based on the figures of the Lancet study, approximately a million Iraqi civilians have died
•
Over four million refugees have been created: two million of them have fled the country, and approximately 2.5 million have been internally displaced

•
Based on estimates from the US Congressional budget office, the cost of the war to the U.S. is in the trillions

•
In 2008 alone, U.S. Monthly Spending in Iraq is estimated at $12 billion

•
Massive human rights abuses have been permitted and even perpetrated by the occupying nations, including the torture and abuse suffered by detainees at Abu Ghraib and Guantanamo Bay.

Recently, the United States confirmed to UN personnel who gather periodic information for the report on US compliance on the “Rights of the Child”, that, “as of April 2008, the United States held about 500 juveniles in Iraq.” The majority are believed to be 16 or 17 years old. Jamil Dakwar, director of the American Civil Liberties Union’s Human Rights Programme said, “It is shocking to know that the US is holding hundreds of juveniles in Iraq and Afghanistan, and even more disturbing that there is no comprehensive policy in place that will protect their rights as children.”

Less than a week ago, I saw a video of a young boy, Omar Khadr, being interrogated. The video was recorded in 2003 at Guantanamo. During the eight minutes of this shocking video, one hears Omar pleading, “Help me, help me,” over and over again. One hears him saying he has lost his eyes and his foot. He appears to be in a terrible state of despair. The authorities are recording him, but not helping him. Omar is Canadian, and has been held at Gitmo since he was 16. He has now finally been charged, and is set to be tried before one of Guantanamo’s so-called military commissions – otherwise known as “kangaroo courts”. Amnesty International is calling for him to be repatriated to Canada and either face a proper trial, or be released. I fully support their campaign.

What is so astonishing about these stories and statistics is that the politicians responsible for them have not been held accountable. If George W. Bush and Tony Blair had presided as CEOs over comparable deceptive and fraudulent practices in the city, they would have been immediately and unceremoniously sacked.

We have entered a dangerous period in world politics – one where our politicians are no longer being held accountable for their mistakes, or for their deceptions. We have become complicit in a series of secret, underhand “dirty tactics” in the war on terror. This must stop.

Iraq was, from the outset, an illegal, immoral and unwinnable war. We have failed to provide security. We have failed to provide good governance. We have failed in our efforts at reconstruction.

The price of oil has quadrupled since 2002. Today it is $135 a barrel.
So where does this leave us? With a world that is uncertain and more dangerous. 

But Iraq is not the only thing making the world unsafe. We live in a world in which the deadly menace of nuclear weapons is rearing its ugly head as a very real threat to the continued existence of the human race.  Common sense will dictate:
1. That an international arms trade treaty is set up;

2. That war criminals are prosecuted to the maximum extent permitted by international law;

3. That crimes against humanity are treated with the utmost seriousness;

4. That cluster munitions are banned worldwide;

5. That torture is stamped out;

6. That the extraordinary renditions and “disappearances” that the global community has so shamefully allowed the US to repeatedly perform in recent years must stop immediately, and must never be allowed to happen again
Climate chaos

The problem of climate chaos touches every area of our lives – peace, security, human rights, poverty, hunger, health, mass migration, and economics. Climate change is not an isolated environmental issue: everything is inextricably linked.

David Wasdell, Director of the Meridian programme, in a book he co-authored called Planet Earth, We Have A Problem, says about the impending climate tipping point:

“If we go beyond the point where human intervention can no longer stabilise the system, then we precipitate unstoppable runaway climate change. That will set in motion a major extinction event comparable to the five other extinction crises that the earth has previously experienced.” 

That is the scale of the threat we are facing.

Bill McKibben has now introduced the world to “the most important number on Earth”: 350
. Quoting James Hansen, he explains that we cannot allow atmospheric CO2 concentration to go up to 450 or even 400 parts per million, as policymakers currently envisage, but we must rapidly lower it to 350 parts per million, “if we wish to preserve a planet similar to that on which civilization developed”. If we do not make 350 the most important number on Earth, future generations will be faced with surviving on an overheated planet.
Among the six irreversible tipping points Hansen mentions are massive sea level rise and huge changes in rainfall patterns. If we do not return to 350 quickly, from our current level of 385, we will pass these tipping points very soon. The first of them, the melting of the polar ice caps, may already be behind us.

Despite the clear and urgent alarms sounded by our most respected scientists, the developed world continues to feed its out-of-control oil addiction. For thousands of years, fossil fuel deposits under the Arctic ice lay untouched and inaccessible. Since the Arctic ice has begun to melt, due to climate change, we have seen a sudden interest in the undiscovered oil and gas that may be embedded in the rock under the Arctic Ocean.  It should come as no surprise that Russia, Canada, Norway and Denmark (through its province, Greenland) are all claiming the Arctic seabed as an extension of their own territory. What is even more disturbing is that oil companies are now prospecting the Arctic seabed and subsoil, despite all the scientific warnings telling us that burning these potential oil and gas finds would further increase carbon dioxide emissions, causing the Arctic ice to melt at an even greater speed.
President George W. Bush has engaged in a relentless effort to permit drilling in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge. Drilling into this strip of tundra has been an energy priority for Bush and other Republican leaders in Congress for years, because it is estimated that between 4.3 and 11.8 billion barrels of recoverable oil lie underneath the surface. Until now, the Senate has consistently blocked them. But how long before Bush, or one of his ilk, succeeds in destroying this precious natural habitat?

Much of the Siberian sub-Arctic region, an area the size of France and Germany combined, is a vast frozen peat bog.
 This organic matter, currently trapped under ice, would, if exposed, release vast quantities of methane upon its decomposition – a gas 23 times more potent in climate change terms than carbon dioxide. Jeremy Rifkin, writing in the L.A. Times, notes that, “Although the surface of Siberia is largely barren, there is as much organic matter buried underneath the permafrost as there is in all of the world’s tropical rain forests.” Katey Walter of the Institute of Arctic Biology at the University of Alaska has written that the melting of the permafrost, and the subsequent release of methane, is a “ticking time bomb”. Walter and her researchers, according to Rifkin, “warn of a tipping point sometime within this century, when the release of methane could create an uncontrollable feedback effect, dramatically warming the atmosphere, which would in turn warm the land, lakes and seabed, further melting the permafrost and releasing more methane.”
Given the scale of this potential disaster before us, we have no choice but to embark upon a global renewable energy revolution, by replacing our carbon-driven economy with a renewable energy economy. The challenge we are facing now is how to switch to a more secure, lower-carbon energy system that does not undermine economic and social development, and addresses the threats of climate change and global inequality. We must bring about fundamental change in our energy systems, with a renewed focus on energy security and lower, if not zero, carbon emissions. We must assist countries in the Global South by giving them privileged access to renewable energy technologies.

Whilst conventional fossil and atomic energies continue to endanger our health, threaten the survival of the planet, risk sparking conflict over declining resources, and require high water consumption and ever-increasing costs, renewable energy sources do not bring with them these negative effects. They are the only solution to the three key global energy challenges: energy security, cost efficiency and environmental protection. The task now is to create and implement policies that make investment in renewable energies an attractive proposition at national and international levels. If we are to avert the tipping point, we must take significant and painful steps, and we must take them now. We can no longer solve the climate crisis one light bulb at a time.

The arguments that renewable energy does not provide sufficient or affordable alternatives to traditional energy sources have been exposed as flawed and false. Furthermore, the cost of finite conventional energies will continue to rise as the sources dry up. Renewable energy costs will generally go down, as they consist almost exclusively of technology costs. So we should not see the promotion of renewables as a burden: we should see it as a unique, even unprecedented economic opportunity – one that will reward those who get on board early. Surely that’s just common sense?
Let us ask ourselves the question, “What does common sense dictate we must urgently do to avoid climate disaster?” I would like to suggest ten points.  

1. We must not allow governments to let us down again in Copenhagen. We must establish the criteria upon which the ideal Kyoto Plus agreement would be based. Those criteria should not be based on what governments are prepared to do. Rather, they should be based on what the scientific findings tell us is required to avert climate disaster, and what global justice demands. We must take heed of the warnings from climate scientists. The caps set in the inflexible and bureaucratic Kyoto protocol represent inadequate commitments that have allowed for evasive tactics by governments and industry. We must not allow governments to pay mere “lip service” to any new agreement, as they have done in the past. Governments must now take responsibility for implementing the solutions.
2. Common sense would dictate the establishment of an International Renewable Energy Agency, or IRENA, to foster and promote the adoption of renewable energies worldwide. Only renewable energy can safely and efficiently satisfy global energy demand.

3. Common sense would dictate that we demonstrate, through appropriate case studies, that the world’s cities – in which 50% of the global population lives – can be operated solely on renewable energy
4. Common sense would dictate that we spread Feed-In Tariff legislation throughout the grid-connected regions of the world as a key tool for accelerating the renewable energy revolution

5. Common sense would dictate that we transform taxes on energy into taxes on emissions, fuelling the supply and demand of emission-free energies 
6. Common sense would dictate that we embark upon a global programme of forest protection and reforestation. The potential for 10 million km2 of new forests currently exists that could help stabilise CO2 concentration at 350 ppm
7. Common sense would dictate that we establish a new international initiative to combine biosphere protection with restoration. We must put an end to the decline in terrestrial biodiversity
8. Common sense would dictate that we acknowledge that nuclear power does not protect the climate. The water consumption of nuclear plants is tremendous. There is no reason why we should fight the dangers of climate change with the dangers – and financial burdens – of nuclear energy

9. Common sense would dictate that we eschew “carbon capture and storage” technologies. In most cases they are not likely to be efficient or cost-effective, and the storage of CO2 can even be dangerous

10. Common sense would dictate that companies whose practises put the environment and human life at risk are held accountable
Fortunately, at least one of these consequences of common sense has been embraced by one major government, that of Germany. The international renewable energy agency, or IRENA, proposed by German MP and “solar champion” Hermann Scheer, will be a crucial instrument in the renewable energy revolution. It is both necessary and urgent. It is my belief that if we are to embark on a global renewable energy revolution, we cannot do it without this new agency. The establishment of IRENA is a must if common sense is to prevail.
In October of last year, Barack Obama called climate change “one of the greatest moral challenges of our generation”. He was absolutely right. Our lives and the lives of our children and their children are at stake. We are already running the risk of condemning future generations to the ravages of global warming. If we do not act now, the battle will be lost.
Conclusion

Voltaire claimed that, “Common sense is not so common.” I think what he meant by that is although we all have it, not many of us actually use it. But I believe each of us has the power to look ahead, to a world ravaged by climate change, whose inhabitants are thirsty, starving and plagued with disease; whose flora and fauna have withered and died; whose oceans threaten to engulf human settlements on every continent, and say: this cannot be our future.

What happens tomorrow is decided today. If we want to live in a world we are proud to pass on to future generations, we must affect a Copernican revolution in our outlook. Each and every one of us must be prepared to make fundamental, lasting and immediate change in the way we live. This cannot be about egos or agendas; it must be about a holistic change in the way we see the world and the way we see ourselves. 

We cannot go on blithely disregarding what morality – and common sense – requires of us. We are not just aiming for a set of goals. This is not a checklist by which our success can be measured. It’s no good to have four out of five, or nine of ten. We have to aim for a virtuous circle of morally sound principles and practices.

We are reaching a threshold from which there will be no return. At the World Future Council, which I chair, we say: first and foremost, we must define what is necessary to safeguard the future of life, then to extend the boundaries of what is politically, economically and culturally possible to achieve the desired outcomes.

If we do not hold our politicians accountable for their decisions under these terms; if we do not fight for universal respect for human rights, civil liberties and dignity; if we do not disarm and destroy our nuclear weapons; if we do not embark upon a renewable energy revolution to reach zero emissions; if we do not walk away from our out-of-control oil addiction; if we do not reach 350 – we may not have a world left worth protecting before very long. That is what common sense dictates.
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