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The most challenging issue of our times is the Climate Catastrophe. Scientists warn that if global warming rises beyond two degrees centigrade, the world's climatic systems are very likely to spin out of control. Last week the G-8 countries, along with a number of emerging economies, including Brazil, China, India, Mexico and South Africa; responsible for more than 80 percent of the world's carbon dioxide emissions took part in the ‘Major Economies Forum’, at which it was declared that the world’s carbon emissions should peak in the immediate future, and then enter a period of decrease. The culpability of the major industrial powers as the major polluters was acknowledged, and as such it was stated that the onus is upon these countries to make the biggest changes. President Obama acknowledged America’s previous failures to fulfil responsibilities regarding climate change, and pledged a renewed commitment to the issue.

The earth’s atmosphere was once a hostile environment; rich in CO2, it was unable to support life. Life on earth started with photosynthetic organisms which sucked the atmospheric CO2 and stored it as fossil fuels. As a result, the levels of CO2 started decreasing to such an extent that life evolved on earth. Unfortunately, due to the ignorance of humankind, carbon dioxide is being released back into the earth’s atmosphere, as fossil fuels are burnt at an alarming rate.

Leaders of industrialized nations and emerging economies agreed to work together at the Major Economies Forum; setting a goal to limit global warming to a maximum of 2 degrees centigrade, in accordance with the advice of leading climate change scientists. Globally, there must be a 50% reduction from 1990 levels in greenhouse gases by 2050, including 80% cuts in emissions from G-8 countries.  The developing countries however should reduce their emissions to bridge the gap. They believed this is a grossly unfair state of affairs and maintained that they should not fall into this trap of the developing countries. Further they were upset that the industrialized G-8 has not been forthcoming on midterm emissions reductions, well before 2050.  

Climate change negotiations started in 1990 with the completion of the first assessment report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). Since then 20 years have passed, however climate change negotiations have produced no significant results. As a result the 2 degrees centigrade global temperature rise has become unavoidable. 
The conclusions at the Major Economies Forum indicate that the Climate Catastrophe Negotiations have reached a crossroads; whether to continue with 20 year long tug of war between the developed and developing countries and face the Climate Catastrophe or to end the fossil fuel era and march towards a renewable energy epoch. United Nations-led negotiations on a new global climate change treaty are aiming to conclude with an agreement between 192 nations in Copenhagen, Denmark, in December to succeed the Kyoto Protocol in 2012. 
China and other emerging economies that were fighting for the right to emit CO2 had never previously acknowledged the 2-degree centigrade threshold nor committed to reducing emissions from current levels. The commitment of the emerging economies is essential for minimizing climate change, but the issues involved are difficult to confront. 
Sri Lanka’s CO2 emissions have increased by 230% over the last 20 years: the world's third highest rate. In this emerging context the government must seriously review its policies, targets and plans for establishing 3300 MW of coal power plants in Sri Lanka:  burning coal is the major cause of this Climate Catastrophe. Failure to act will put Sri Lanka at a disadvantage for two reasons: 
Firstly, a coal power plant has a life expectancy of some 40 years. Global developments in climate change policy over this period will create barriers to the production of coal-based energy at an affordable price. Coal power would thus become an outdated technology in the near future. Repayment of coal power related investment loans will become a burden to the people of Sri Lanka. 
Secondly, any delay in construction of renewable energy power plants by the government will make the way for the foreign investors to come in and seize the ever-important renewable energy potential in Sri Lanka. 
This is the ideal time for the Government of Sri Lanka to review its existing long-term electricity generation expansion plan and revise it, based on a principle of considering social and environmental implications, as mentioned in the Mahinda Chinthanaya.  Investing in outdated coal technologies which would become redundant in the next ten to fifteen years is a crime. The government should rather concentrate on investing in renewable energy and energy efficient technologies; then Sri Lanka would become a chief negotiator from the developing world at the Climate Catastrophe negotiations; fighting for a trade off between ecological debt and financial debt. 

