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I would first like to thank Mr Kraupe, the director of the Planetarium, for his very kind introduction and for hosting us here today.  

On behalf of the World Future Council I would like to welcome you all. In particular I would like to welcome all the young people who have worked so hard on our ‘Kidscall’ campaign.  

Most of them have been involved since I had the privilege of launching the campaign; at the Live Earth series of concerts here in Hamburg over a year ago.  

What we are seeing today in the ‘Corridor of Hope’ is a direct result of their initiative, their effort, and their belief that change is possible.  Please join me in giving a round of applause for our young campaigners!  

These young people will inherit the earth in the condition that we adults – their parents, decision makers and politicians – pass it on to them.  Those of you who have admired the pictures, poems and letters in the ‘Corridor of Hope’ will see how lucidly these young people voice their fears, opinions and urgent demands - often much more clearly and effectively than their elders.  

For time immemorial, one of the basic duties of parenting has been the desire to provide our children with a better life and better future. Now, we have to ask ourselves: have we made the right choices and are we doing enough to provide our children with a sustainable future? Because our actions  and our failures to act  has been shaping the future of life on earth for thousands of years, if not forever. 

Our generation will be scrutinized with exceptional fierceness by future generations, since our decisions will have profound consequences for them in terms of lives saved or lost. 

And the burning issue for future generations is, if you will excuse the pun, global warming. Climate Change is no longer just an environmental issue. It touches every area of our lives: peace, security, human rights, poverty, hunger, health, mass migration, and economics. Everything is inextricably linked.

And make no mistake: 

-
Children care about their future

-
Children care about climate change

-
Children want politicians to act now to stop climate change.

And on this point, you don’t just have to take my word for it. Please take the time, if you would, to reflect on the words of Larissa Rose, a 13-year-old junior high-school student from Prince Edward Island, Canada:

‘Do you really want your great-grandchildren or your great-great-grandchildren to read about what a wonderful place the world used to be in their history books?  Or do we want them to experience the joy of seeing the natural beauty of the world through their own eyes?  It is not too late to reverse the damage and let future generations see the things we take for granted every single day!’

Larissa’s letter was just the first of thousands that have so far arrived at the offices of the World Future Council, as part of the Kids Call campaign.  Her letter clearly voices that we are at an unprecedented moment in human history, on the precipice of a global catastrophe.  

David Wasdell, Director of the London-based 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.

  NASA scientist James Hansen, regarded as one of the world‘s most eminent climate scientists, has reached the conclusion 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 actually 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.  Professor Hansen says that present levels of CO2 have already "brought us to the precipice of a planetary tipping point". He adds: "If we go over the edge we will transition to an environment far outside the range that has been experienced by humanity, and there will be no return within any foreseeable future generation."

The warnings from our most respected scientists ….about the scale of the climate change now facing us … are loud and clear yet we continue to ignore the alarm and the scale of the threat.  We are witnessing increasingly erratic weather patterns – in the past two months we have seen Hurricanes Gustav and Ike, devastating floods in the Bihar province in India and rapidly spreading drought in the Sudan.  Just last month, scientists at The National Snow and Ice Data Center (NSIDC) announced that Arctic sea ice may reach its lowest level on record this summer. Meanwhile some climate scientists forecast potential sea level rises of more than one metre. 

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.

To stabilise the planet at a level of 350ppm is a daunting but not yet insurmountable task.  We now face a huge political and economic challenge: principally the need to wean ourselves from our out-of-control coal, gas and oil addiction.  For thousands of years, fossil fuel deposits under the Arctic ice lay untouched and inaccessible. 

Since the Arctic ice began to melt, due to climate change, there has been 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 suddenly claiming the Arctic seabed as an extension of their own territory.  What is yet more disturbing is that oil companies are now prospecting the Arctic seabed and subsoil, like Wild West adventurers hunting for gold, 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.

Given the scale of this potential disaster before us, we have no choice but to embark upon a global renewable energy revolution: to replace our carbon-driven economy with a renewable energy economy. The challenge we now face 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. 

Renewable energy sources do not endanger our health, threaten the survival of the planet, and risk sparking conflict over declining resources.  Nor do they require high water consumption and ever-increasing costs.  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 sources do not provide sufficient or affordable alternatives have been exposed as both flawed and false. Furthermore, the price 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 expenses. 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? 

I would like to suggest ten points that we must urgently endorse to avoid climate disaster:

1. We must not allow governments to let us down again at the next major climate conference in Copenhagen at the end of 2010. We must establish the criteria upon which a new Kyoto Plus agreement would be based. Those criteria should not be based on what governments are prepared to do but on the scientific findings that tell us how to avert climate disaster, and what global justice demands. We must aim for at least an 80% reduction.  We must not allow governments to pay mere “lip service” as they have done in the past. 

2. We must establish 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. We must 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. We must spread Feed-In Tariff legislation throughout the grid-connected regions of the world as a key tool for accelerating the renewable energy revolution

5. We must transform taxes on energy into taxes on emissions, fuelling the supply and demand of emission-free energies 

6. We must 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. We must establish a new international initiative to combine biosphere protection with restoration. We must put an end to the decline in terrestrial biodiversity

8. We must 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. We must 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 

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 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. And is that the legacy we want to leave to our children?
In October of last year, US presidential candidate Barack Obama called climate change “one of the greatest moral challenges of our generation. If we do not act right now, the battle will be lost. Our lives, the lives of the children in this room and their children are at stake! 
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