Editorial: Edge of the global warming abyss
26 March 2005, New Scientist

DID politicians hear the conclusions of the climate science meeting in Exeter, England, last month? If they did, they don't seem to have listened, and the world is a more dangerous place because of it.

Called Stabilisation 2005, the international meeting was convened by the UK government to coincide with its presidency of the G8 group of rich nations this year. The meeting raised the stakes in the debate about global warming by warning that "the risks are more serious than previously thought". Chief among the threats raised were several tipping points that could trigger irreversible global changes, such as melting of the Greenland ice sheet, which would raise sea levels by 7 metres and could shut down ocean currents (see New Scientist, 12 February, p 8). It was scary stuff because we appear to be much closer to those tipping points than previously supposed - only a decade or so away, in some cases.

The prime minister, Tony Blair, has promised to make climate change a central plank of his G8 chairmanship, including helping to set the agenda for what should follow the Kyoto protocol, which lays down targets for greenhouse gas emissions only up to 2012. The Exeter meeting was called to supply that process with the latest scientific information. In particular, scientists were asked to focus on the value and means of stabilising greenhouse gases in the atmosphere - and hopefully stabilising temperatures.

They did their job. The science was compelling. They underlined the urgency and discussed the atmospheric, technological and economic consequences of action and inaction. Yet when senior ministers from 20 countries, including the G8, met in the UK last week to discuss how to combat climate change, the Exeter findings were nowhere to be seen. Yes, it was good to hear UK chancellor of the exchequer, Gordon Brown, place the environment at the heart of economic strategy. It was even better to hear a top Chinese official banging the drum for renewables. But in truth, this was the same feel-good agenda we heard 13 years ago at the Earth Summit in Rio.

We should have moved on to specifics. Where was the talk of a successor to Kyoto? Where was the discussion of stabilisation targets and strategies for reaching them? It is as if the politicians are still operating in a parallel universe where natural laws do not apply. They would never dare to deal with fiscal meltdown in the same cavalier manner.

Politicians must respond to the science from Exeter. Blair has the chance. But if his climate-change initiative is to have any impact, he will need to sharpen up his act by the time the G8 heads of state meet in July.

Guided (topic-based) freewriting

This writing/thinking practice is designed to clear mental and/or emotional space and to allow ideas about an issue to begin to come to the surface. 

In a freewriting exercise, you should not take your pen off the paper.  Keep writing even if you find yourself stating over and over again, "I don't know what I'm expected to say."  What you write won't be seen by anyone else, so don't go back to tidy up sentences, grammar, spelling.  You will probably diverge from the topic, at least for a time while you acknowledge other preoccupations.  That's OK—it's one of the purposes of the exercise.  However, if you keep writing—don't stop—for seven-ten minutes, you should expose some thoughts about the topic that had been below the surface of your attention—that's another of the aims of the exercise.   

Reference: Elbow, P. 1981. Writing with Power. New York: Oxford U. P.

Continue for 7 minutes where this sentence leads off:

“I don’t know exactly what is going on in the situation discussed in the New Scientist editorial, but given what we’ve talked about in this course so far, what I’d want to find out includes……

