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In this presentation I will:

1. sketch the global context of environment and clim ate 
change

2. outline the current mainstream understanding of 
climate change

3. describe the special nature of climate change and  the 
risks ahead as seen from a systems perspective.  

4. outline some lines of action towards a low carbon  
path



• The global economy grew at 5.4% in 2006, reaching $ 66 
trillion (PPP) while population grew by 1.1%.  Thus  world 
per capita income grew by 4.3%  (State of the Futur e 
Report 2007)

• Additional hundreds of millions of people have join ed the 
middle class

• The number of people living in abject poverty has 
declined

• The world’s average life expectancy is increasing ( from 
48 years in 1955 to an anticipated 73 for those to be born 
in 2025, WHO.)

• Illiteracy has fallen from around 37% in 1970 to ar ound 
18% today, (UNESCO).

• We are living in a time of explosive growth in know ledge 
and of the capability to disseminate it cheaply and  
effectively.
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• Ecosystems are under assault and species are becomi ng 
extinct at an unprecedented rate;

• The degradation of soils and desertification is wid ening;
• We are overusing the ecological capabilities of the  

planet;
• Forests across the world are under threat;
• Oceans are becoming polluted and coral reefs are dy ing;
• Fresh water resources are under increasing stress f rom 

overuse and contamination;
• The production of waste of all kinds is exceeding t he 

absorptive capacity of the planet;
• Competition for energy and other resources is 

intensifying as supply is overtaken by demand;
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Ecological FootprintsEcological Footprints

Source: WWF
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• 2 Billion more people arrive on the planet by 2050
• Another 2 Billion join the world middle class
• Demand for energy is increasing faster than 

supply
• Consumption of water is unsustainable: doubling 

every 20 years
• 13 Mio hectares of forests are destroyed every 

year
“Forests precede civilisation: deserts follow”
(Clemenceau)

• Dead zones in the oceans have doubled every 10 
years

A few key trendsA few key trends



CO2 Emissions CO2 Emissions 

Source: IPCC Report 2008
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Source: OECD/IEA Report 2006



Global emissions Global emissions 

Source: Climate Code Red, 2007



Sea iceSea Ice ExtentSea Ice Extent

Source: NSIDC, September 2008
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Melting of the Greenland Ice SheetMelting of the Greenland Ice Sheet



Temperature Anomalies 2001-2005Temperature Anomalies 2001-2005

Source: UNEP, GRID-Arendal



Concluding remarks

1. Global warming is in progress.
2. Manmade emissions and other activities are a major

contributing factor – among others.
3. The levels of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere are

unprecedented in human history: We are in uncharted
territory

4. The impacts of climate change are already being felt
across the world: the poor are the first to suffer, but the
rich will not be immune.  

5. Climate change is a truly global problem: we need to 
develop global solutions in parallel with national and  
local action.

6. International agreement will take time, but we can act
now using existing knowledge and technology. 

7. The re-structuring of our economies on to a more
environmentally responsible path will bring major
benefits to society as a whole.   
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8. Climate change must not cross a tipping point to 
become irreversible and beyond human influence. 

9. Physical evidence, sophisticated modelling, 
systems dynamics and paleolithic records indicate
that this risk is real.

10. Governments, business and finance, science and 
civil society must cooperate through careful
strategies for effective action. 

11. Uncertainty will always remain, but decisions must
be taken.

12. We can reconcile economic growth and 
environmental sustainability to find a new path for
human progress.

Summary Conclusions IISummary Conclusions II


