Copenhagen Accord: The beginning of the end of civilization

by Asoka Abeygunawardana

In the snowy Danish capital of Copenhagen, more than 110 Presidents and Prime Ministers together
with the representatives of 193 countries gathered for a rare 12-day climate summit last week,
emitting 40,500 tons of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere. Ninety percent of emissions were from
flights and the rest come from waste and electricity related to transport to and from the conference
center and lodging in and around the Danish city.

As expected, the dispute between the world's biggest carbon polluters China and the U.S., who were
aggressively reflecting aspirations of the South and North respectively, dominated the Copenhagen
conference. Tens of thousands of protesters holding posters with slogans such as “Don’t betray our
children’s future” and “Politician’s Talk Leaders Act”, took to the streets and staged demonstrations,
even within the conference center, to demand action to cool an overheated planet. The historic U.N.
climate talks in Copenhagen ended with the announcement of the Copenhagen Accord last
Saturday, after a 31-hour negotiating marathon.

Within the Accord which highlighted climate change as one of the greatest challenges of modern
human beings, the participating countries agree that deep cuts in global emissions are required with
respect to the Fourth Assessment Report of the IPCC. The report suggested reducing global heat-
trapping gases emissions so as to hold the increase in global temperature below 2 degrees
Centigrade against pre industrial levels; which have already risen to 0.7 degrees. Further, the Accord
mentioned that countries should cooperate in achieving the peaking of global and national
emissions as soon as possible, on the basis of equity and in the context of sustainable development.

Dozens of countries including the top two carbon polluters, China and the United States, came to
the climate talks with proposals to ratchet down pollution levels. The proposals made by them for
emissions reductions were nowhere near the expected targets and the studies showed that those
targets will ultimately end up at a 3.9 degrees Centigrade increase. The Accord has gone another
step backwards during the last two weeks as it is not legally-binding, containing no mid-term or
long-term targets for emissions reductions and does not refer to a ‘peaking’ year for global
emissions in order to keep within the ‘safe’ limit of 2 degrees C of warming. This is an utter failure as
this occurred after 2 years negotiations, which began with the publishing of the IPCC Fourth
Assessment Report. The Northern and Southern politicians who came to Copenhagen with
insufficient targets went home happy that the Copenhagen Accord had no binding targets. As a
result the Climate Catastrophe has become inevitable!

The Swedish Environment Minister Andreas Carlgren, negotiating on behalf of the 27-nation EU,
blamed the impasse on the Chinese for "blocking again and again," and on the U.S. for coming too
late with an improved offer. President Obama didn't offer anything more at the conference. At the
end of the day all the heads of states proved that the countries have no leaders who act but only
politicians who talk.

Under the US rejected 1997 Kyoto Protocol 37 industrial nations were already cutting back on their
emissions of greenhouse gases with an average of 5% against 1990 emission level. Under the new
Copenhagen Accord which is a nonbinding agreement, those richer nations, including the U.S., are to
list their individual emissions targets, and developing countries must list what actions they will take
to reduce the growth in their global warming pollution by specific amounts.



Meeting targets given by science is not easy for humankind. It is going to be hard within countries
therefore all countries wish to hide behind so-called “international treaties”. The Copenhagen
summit proved that it's going to be even harder to meet emissions reduction targets between
countries. If it were easy, it would have been done. This is a worrying thought.

The tug of war between US and China was a clear reflection of the tug of war between the North
and the South. China which is more concerned about its economic growth than climate catastrophe
represented the typical southern ‘emissions based development’ model. The main culprit however
as far as carbon emissions go is the US. Therefore there are no excuses for the US not to drastically
reduce emissions level. The Americans are addicted to fossil fuels and hence the former US
President was reluctant to face the international community with dramatic commitments. The
present US President Obama however had at least the courage to attend the conference. The overall
outcome was a significant disappointment to those who had hoped Obama could put new life into
the flagging prospects for some kind of legally binding agreement this year.

The US President Obama was not in a position to discuss about the targets given by IPCC with the
Senate. He has so far failed to get the approval of the Senate to meet at least Kyoto targets as a
step towards protecting the rights of the people living the South. How can he do it as he is already
struggling with his health care package which is to safeguard the rights of his fellow citizens? He had
no other option but to buy time for him to attending to domestic issues before approaching the
international scene. Hence at Copenhagen he was successful in postponing taking a decision by
another year leaving numerous details yet to be decided. The next major U.N. climate conference is
planned a year from now in Mexico City.

As time is running out, the rest of the world needs to use force against US to face up to its climate
terrorism. Such force is needed to tame fossil fuel addicts. The South, citing the historical carbon
debt of the US should isolate it and impose sanctions against it. Such a measure by the South will
not disturb the current efforts of Obama but strengthen him.

The Politicians of the South on the other hand are not particularly worried about climate
catastrophe but more concerned about continuing their destructive development of fossil fuel based
infrastructure and about grabbing funds from the North. China on behalf of the South did it to
perfection. The South wanted to recognize the crucial role of reducing emission from deforestation
and forest degradation. Their stance of “Give us money or we will destroy our forests” is a shameful
way of thinking from the Southern peoples.

The South should first settle for low carbon path ways; initiate discussions on trade off of financial
debt with ecological debt and then explore the possibilities of imposing sanctions against the US.
Unfortunately the people living in the South are not sufficiently aware of the gravity of the climate
catastrophe to push their politicians to take such positive and aggressive measures to curb it.





