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      Part 1

      Fresh ways to think about climate change

      
         
         
      

   
      Chapter 1

      Oh, not another bloody polar bear!

      Why we need another book on climate change

      
         I have to make a confession. When I hear people talk about climate change I often find myself alternating between despair
         and boredom.
      

      It’s a hugely important and serious issue, and yet most of what I see in the newspapers, in scientific presentations and in
         the information leaflets of government or green groups leaves me unmoved and unmotivated. I have dedicated my life to this
         issue, but only because I have worked hard to use my own imagination and create my own storyline. And if the standard communication
         leaves me cold, it can’t be doing much for anyone else.
      

      It is this frustration that has led me to write this book. Surely, given the scale and importance of climate change, we can
         find smarter ways to think and imagine what it means and what it can do
      

      Baffling, boring and irrelevant

      
         A few years ago I attended a scientific presentation to Birmingham City councillors on the impacts of climate change. It was
         a wonderful opportunity to engage and capture the imagination of decision-makers in Britain’s second largest city – an opportunity
         that was utterly wasted. It was a computer-generated PowerPoint presentation and, as I have come to realize, PowerPoint presentations
         are rarely powerful or make much of a point.
      

      So we sat through half an hour of charts that showed the parts per million accumulations of obscure atmospheric trace gases
         and graphs that demonstrated the year-on-year changes in ‘precipitation’ and the changes in the ‘diurnal temperature range’
         (in normal English that means ‘rainfall’ and ‘difference between night and day’). You can imagine how effective this abstract
         technical talk was with the practical-minded Brummie councillors. What they needed to know was what it all meant: how much would it cost, what would flood, who would die? And even though they never admitted it, I believe they also needed
         to know how it would feel – what would the city that they (and possibly they alone*
         
         ) love so much look and feel like in the future.
      

      The news media, which makes its living from communicating meaning, has been all over the map. Newspapers oscillate incoherently
         from hysterical pronouncements of global collapse to hysterical pronouncements that climate change is a leftist conspiracy
         to destroy people’s standard of living. For many years the television news has run endless variations of the same debate.
         It is called ‘is climate change really happening?’ and it pits a precise but cautious scientist 
         against an aggressively confident charlatan who will tell any lies for a fee.
      

      Climate change reporting has generated a whole B-roll of visual clichés: sweating penguins, polar bears stranded on icebergs,
         starving people in Africa, a chunk of ice falling into the sea, smoking steel plants, Los Angeles freeways, shimmering heat
         over cracked earth, big red suns. ‘B-roll’, by the way, is TV jargon for generic archive material that is used to pad out
         lazy journalism. The same shot of Arctic ice falling into the ocean has been used so many times that it will outlive the North
         Pole.
      

      These images all say the same thing: climate change is caused by something else, happens somewhere else and will affect someone
         else.
      

      If it’s so easy why bother?

      Solutions to this vast and serious crisis are often reduced to ‘20 handy household tips’. We can all do our bit, we are told,
         so turn off your television standby, boil just enough water for your tea, have a three-minute shower. Worse still, a recent
         green-living book even calls these steps ‘easy peasy’ as though speaking to a class of enthusiastic toddlers.
      

      People perceive a major imbalance between the seriousness of the issue and the small, ‘easy peasy’ personal actions they are
         encouraged to take. As we discover in this book, people always seek to resolve imbalances between what they believe and change
         what they believe instead – for example, by believing that the problem is less important or finding reasons why there is no
         point in changing.
      

      So this book does what it says on the cover: attempts to find fresh ways of coming to terms with climate change. I have tried
         to find 
         new and original metaphors, images and arguments. I hope that you like them and agree, but I am not unduly concerned if you
         do not. I will be content if they do nothing more than stimulate or provoke you to create your own way of thinking.
      

   
      Chapter 2

      Words fail me

      Why we need to find new words for climate change

      
         Throughout this book I talk about ‘climate change’ but I do so with great reluctance. This is not a phrase that I think measures
         up in any way to the scale or severity of this issue.
      

      Names – titles – are important: they sum up precisely what we are going to learn about a subject. When we face the most incredible
         experience in human history, a permanent and destructive transformation in the world’s weather patterns, we need a term for
         it that adequately conveys its significance, power and danger.
      

      All the words we use for it completely fail

      The problem with ‘climate change’

      This is the preferred term of scientists and politicians. Not only does the phrase fail to register the scale and threat of
         the problem, but it triggers a range of positive and quite inappropriate responses. Take the word ‘change’ for example. A
         change sounds like something quite gradual, slow, even pleasant. After all, we say, how bad can 
         something be that is ‘as good as a rest’.
      

      And then there is that word ‘climate’. What is ‘climate’? It’s not something that we ever have anything to do with. It’s the
         domain of experts – the atmospheric physicists, the climatologists and the meteorologists. Climate describes a large global
         system that is outside our control, like money supply or ocean currents or trade flows. We may know that these things are important, but they feel remote and not particularly of immediate concern.
      

      What we actually deal with in our lives is weather: the day-to-day fluctuations of temperature and rain that have a direct affect on the areas in which we live. Even then we
         spend very little of our time actually experiencing the weather. Ninety per cent of an average day is spent indoors.
      

      All in all, the associations triggered by the words ‘climate’ and ‘change’ are of a gradual improvement in a remote system
         of little concern to our day-to-day lives.
      

      So what about ‘global warming’?

      This back-up term, still commonly used by the public and the media, also completely fails to convey the issue adequately.
         Scientists argue that talking of ‘warming’ misrepresents the science. Computer models show that local effects may vary greatly.
         Although there may be an overall increase in temperatures, the shift in climate patterns may make some places far cooler. The phrase is a gift to sceptics,
         who can point to any extreme cold snap and say ‘not much global warming there, ho ho’.
      

      However, the real problem with the term global warming lies with the associations it generates. ‘Global’ is a word like ‘climate’
         – distant and divorced from our reality. The globe is something seen from outer space, not on ground level.
      

      
         And warming is another word that suggests gradual and positive change. Surely ‘warm’ weather is the optimum condition for people from
         any culture. To my mind ‘warm’ means that we can run around outdoors wearing shorts. The adjective ‘warm’ has particularly
         strong connotations in Britain, where the weather is remarkably grey and cool. In the 2003 heatwave, during which summer temperatures
         reached the highest levels in at least 5,000 years, all of the news reports carried interviews with people on the street saying
         that it was ‘lovely and warm’. For the Brits, ‘lovely’ is as innocuous a partner for ‘warm’ as ‘nice’ is for ‘a cup of tea’.
      

      I have thought long and hard about using a different term for the problems we face. Campaigners who want us to redress our
         negative attitudes often try to introduce new terminology in the hope that it will encourage more positive associations. We
         now talk of gays not homosexuals, gaming not gambling, sex workers not prostitutes, differently abled not disabled, seniors
         not elderly. But when I try to find alternative words they sound confusing and laboured – weather change? climate chaos? carbon
         crisis?
      

      So, with reluctance, I continue to use the term ‘climate change’ to describe the problem. What I try to do in this book, however,
         is to redefine that term and encourage you to think differently. Think of climate as weather. Think of a global issue as a
         local issue. A rest might be a lot better than a change. Warming is the first stage of boiling. My aim is to shift the focus
         from a change in the climate to a change in our own ways of living and being.
      

   
      Chapter 3

      The Medusa effect

      Why a little knowledge is a good thing

      
         I am not going to tell you much about climate change – what it is or what it will do. I will give you just enough information
         to feel that it is important and that you want to do something. But no more.
      

      Be honest. How do you feel when you hear about the impacts of climate change? When you see a newspaper headline that says
         ‘it’s worse than we thought’ or ‘on the brink’ do you feel energized to find out more, or do you feel a strong desire to ignore
         it or hide?
      

      It has taken me seven years to learn that it is very hard to look directly at climate change without turning to stone. I’ve
         given hundreds of public presentations, and for years I made the same mistake – piling on the doom and gloom and forgetting
         to talk about the opportunities for positive change. People started alert and interested in hearing what I had to say, but
         little by little I would feel the room chilling. After a few curt questions people thank me coldly and go home, never to be
         heard from again. I call it the ‘Medusa effect’.
      

      
         A quick historical aside

         
            In Greek mythology Medusa was a beautiful woman, cursed with having a head of snakes and a face that would turn anyone who
            looked at it to stone. Perseus was sent to kill her by King Polydectes, who wanted to get him out of way so that he could
            seduce his mother. Perseus managed to kill Medusa by looking only at her reflection in his mirrored shield. He then had lots
            more fun with the severed head – turning Atlas into a mountain chain and calcifying the lecherous King Polydectes. His life
            ended in grief after killing his grandfather with a quoit – a murder weapon that never quite made it onto the Cluedo board.
            

            

      For twenty years campaigners of all persuasions – greens, scientists or government information departments – have been making
         the same mistake over and over. We are frustrated that people are not moving fast enough. We assume that this is because they
         don’t realize how serious it is, and so we keep piling on the information, grabbing people by the lapels and screaming at
         them. It’s bad – no it’s really bad – you have no idea how bad it is!
      

      Only now are we learning, slowly, how easy it is to push people into a state of despair or self-protective denial – that stony
         Medusa effect. The best way for people to approach climate change is from behind a reflective shield. They don’t need to see
         the whole thing – they need simply to see how it reflects on their own lives, hopes and dreams. They need just enough information
         to accept that climate change is serious and concerns them and no more.
      

      So this book is not ‘everything there is to know about climate change’. It is ‘everything you need to know about climate change’. 
         I have picked out a few key ideas and facts, while the Appendices contain details of books and websites aplenty that can tell
         you everything you want to know – if you want to.
      

   
      Chapter 4

      The only thing that counts is the carbon bottom line

      Why climate change is the only important issue that can be measured

      
         In this book I want you to think about your contribution to climate change as weight, as something that can be measured precisely
         and down to the last gram. And I want you to think about losing some of it. You can shift it around from one activity to another
         and choose which bit you want to drop first, but your objective must be to drop as much of it as you can.
      

      You can consider your results and make direct and completely valid comparisons. You can say, ‘this year I made half the contribution
         to climate change that I made last year’. You can say, ‘my friends are still far behind me in reducing their impacts’ and
         ultimately, if you go far enough, 
         you can say with confidence: ‘I am making no contribution to climate change whatsoever.’
      

      No other problem can be measured in this way. You could never measure your personal contribution to the torture of political
         prisoners, crack cocaine addiction in the inner city, land mines in Cambodia, stockpiles of nuclear weapons or the deforestation
         of the Amazon rainforest. We live in a complex and highly interlinked world, so there is certainly some way that you contribute
         to all of these issues – if not through your personal action then through your votes, your investments, the things you buy,
         the newspaper you read and so on. But you can’t measure it. You may feel strongly about these issues and do everything you
         can to express your concern. You might protest, lobby and cajole. But you will never know precisely how you are implicated
         or which of the actions you take are most effective. And you will never be able to say with confidence: ‘I am free of any
         involvement.’
      

      The carbon bottom line

      Climate change is different because it can be measured with great precision. As we shall see, climate change is caused by
         our emissions of carbon dioxide (and a few other greenhouse gases).
      

      [image: art] Up the lift hill (pages 62–7)

      The amount we emit can, in theory, be measured down to the last gram. So someone who produces 20 tonnes of carbon dioxide
         in a year is making twice the contribution to climate change as someone producing 10 tonnes. If you can drop 2 tonnes you
         are being twice as effective as dropping 
         1 tonne. Taken together your total emissions of greenhouse gases equal your total contribution to climate change – what I
         will call your ‘carbon bottom line’.
      

      [image: art] Counting the carbos: your total (page 227)

      Just because climate change can be measured in this way does not mean that it does not have a moral dimension. Climate change
         will destroy people’s land and livelihoods. Hundreds of millions of people will become environmental refugees. Millions of
         people will die from weather disasters, floods and famine. In a hundred years’ time we will be able to assess the human impacts
         and weigh them up against the emissions. We may even be able to estimate how many tonnes of carbon dioxide emitted in 2007
         led to a death. We don’t yet know what that conversion rate is, but we know that there is one (see opposite).
      

      We are used to the idea that we can judge whether something we did was good or bad by looking at our intentions when we did
         it. But climate change requires you to think quite differently. It makes no difference to the climate whether your flight
         to Australia is for a party, a holiday, a friend’s wedding or to sit by your sister’s deathbed. The carbon bottom line, and
         therefore the real human impacts, will be the same in every case.
      

      This book is based on the concept of quantifying your contribution to climate change and finding that carbon bottom line.
         How you wish to respond to that information is entirely a matter of your choices, options and the subsequent strategy you
         choose to adopt.
      

      
         The emissions–death ratio

         
            Because there is a direct relation between emissions and impacts it should be possible to predict how many people will die
            for each additional tonne of carbon dioxide we emit – but no academic has yet been bold enough to do it. The variables are
            huge, especially given the impossibility of accurately predicting how people will actually respond and adapt to the impacts
            of climate change.
         

         One person who understands the need for this calculation is Craig Simmons. Craig is co-founder of Britain’s leading sustainability
            consultancy, Best Foot Forward, and has led major studies into the footprint of London, Scotland and Wales and the 2012 Olympics.
            Craig reviewed official estimates of the number of people killed and chronically affected by climate-related disasters and
            combined this with data on global carbon dioxide emissions. His conclusion was that one person could die, be made homeless,
            require urgent medical treatment or face starvation for every 102 tonnes of carbon dioxide we add to the air.
         

         The average Briton takes nine years to emit 102 tonnes of carbon dioxide, but someone with a flying habit could easily tot
            it up much faster. A quick scan of the flight calculator on page 207 will show you that 102 tonnes is a lot less than ten
            return flights to Australia. I have a friend who flies his family once a year to Australia to visit his dad. By this reckoning
            every 30 months their loving visits wreck someone’s life. Or look at it another way: if we don’t change the way we live, every
            person born today who is allowed a high-carbon lifestyle will – over their lifetime – cause the severe suffering of ten others
            around the world.
         

         Craig would admit that his figures are highly speculative. The causal relationship between emissions and impacts is far from
            clear. Many disasters go unreported, and the exact mechanisms by which emissions contribute to the undoubted rise in climate-related
            catastrophes are poorly understood. But they do lead to two very important conclusions: that there is a direct ratio between emissions and deaths; and that it is probably low enough for anyone leading a high-carbon lifestyle
            to be directly responsible for suffering and even death.
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