Amid Summer of Fire and Floods, a Moment of Truth for Climate Action
by Sarah Kaplan and Brady Dennis, with Niha Masih (Mumbai) and Dino Grandoni
July 25, 2021 (greatly abridged) – The panicked commuters of Zhengzhou, China, could only stand on seats and cling to poles, in a desperate attempt to keep their heads above the muddy torrent this past week, as floodwaters from record-breaking rains inundated the subway system.
On the other side of the planet, in Gresham, Oregon, a 61-year-old maker of handcrafted ukuleles slowly died in June, as searing temperatures made an oven out of his lifelong home.  She was 1 of at least 800 victims of what one scientist called “the most anomalous heat event ever observed on Earth.”
Massive floods deluged Central Europe, Nigeria, Uganda and India in recent days, killing 100s.  June’s scorching temperatures, followed by a fast-moving wildfire, erased a Canadian town.  More than a million people are close to starvation amid Madagascar’s worst drought in decades.  In Siberia, 10s of 1,000s of square miles of forest are ablaze, potentially unleashing carbon stored in the frozen ground below.
In Italy on Friday, a top U.N. climate official once again pleaded for the world to heed the alarm bells.  She reminded leaders that these catastrophes are simply the latest in a ghastly string of warnings that the planet is hurtling down a treacherous path.  “What more can numbers show us that we cannot already see?  What more can statistics say about the flooding, the wildfires, the droughts and hurricanes and other deadly events?” United Nations Climate Change Executive Secretary Patricia Espinosa told a gathering of energy and environment ministers from G-20 nations.  “Numbers and statistics are invaluable.  But what the world requires now, more than anything else, is climate action.”
...
Experts and activists believe this moment also offers a rare opportunity to change course — possibly the last such opportunity before many effects of climate change become irreversible.
Governments are poised to invest billions in economic recovery as they emerge from the coronavirus pandemic.  How that money gets spent could determine whether the world clings to its reliance on fossil fuels, or shifts in a greener direction....
As forests burn and cities drown, as crops wither and people die, the question looms louder than ever this summer: What will it take for leaders to finally act?
A New Range of Extremes
...
A NASA scientist outlined the grim reality facing the planet: human carbon emissions had raised global average temperatures to the highest levels in recorded history.  “The greenhouse effect has been detected,” James Hansen said, “and it is changing our climate now.”  That was June 1988....
Yet in the decades since, people have emitted more CO2 than they did in the entire century prior.  And many of the catastrophes Hansen warned about have come to pass.
“All of this is happening exactly as we have known it would happen,” said Fredi Otto, a climate scientist at the University of Oxford and co-lead of the World Weather Attribution initiative.  
Otto was one of the leaders of a rapid analysis of the Northwest’s June heat wave.  It found that the unprecedented temperatures were “virtually impossible” without human influence.  Even in today’s world, where global average temperatures are about 1.2°C (2.1°F) above the pre-industrial average, a heat wave of that intensity should only happen about once every 1,000 years.
But if the world exceeds 2°C (3.6°F) of warming, the scientists found, places such as Portland and Seattle could see these temperatures every 5 to 10 years.  “What we now think of as absolutely extreme heat waves will be normal summers,” Otto said.
Otto’s group is now examining recent floods in Germany and Belgium, which claimed more than 200 lives....
Because warm air can hold more water, climate change has increased the amount of rain that falls during storms.  It’s also thought that human influence has weakened the high latitude air currents that steer weather systems, leading to slow-moving storms that deluge cities for days on end....
Again and again, communities have been caught off guard by the unprecedented nature of weather disasters.  Many people in Germany did not receive emergency alerts about the looming floodwaters.  Others failed to grasp the danger, because the event was so unlike anything that had happened before.
“We have really left our frame of reference,” Otto said.  “These things are surprises because the climate we live in today has just changed very quickly.” 
It’s not that scientists didn’t predict that such events could happen, she added.  Forecasts from decades-old climate models closely match the changes Earth has experienced, and these models are getting better all the time.
But climate models are designed to predict changes in averages.  What is clear now is that even a relatively modest shift in global average temperature allows for a whole new range of weather extremes....
Meeting the Moment
As another summer brings another round of fires, floods, heat waves, drought and death, it has also raised the prospect that profound political changes could be unfolding, however slowly.
In recent days, the European Union introduced one of the world’s most detailed blueprints to confront climate change.  It declared that it would cut its net GHG emissions by at least 55% below 1990 levels within a decade, and become “the world’s 1st climate-neutral continent by 2050.”  But the planned changes must first survive scrutiny by the bloc’s 27 member states and the European Parliament.
US Senate Democrats, meanwhile, earlier this month rolled out a far-reaching set of climate proposals as part of a $3.5 trillion budget deal.  They included measures that would allow the United States to impose a tax on nations lagging in reducing their own pollution, as well as a fee on emissions of methane, a powerful GHG.
The proposals marked the most aggressive effort by Congress to deal with climate change and represent an attempt “to be bold enough to meet the moment,” Sen. Brian Schatz (D-Hawaii) said at the time.
But they face a gauntlet of legal and political hurdles before they can become reality.  The Democrats’ narrow majority in the Senate means that any proposal must win the support of moderate members whose states economically depend on producing coal, gas and oil.  
A more modest infrastructure deal, crafted by a coalition of Senate Democrats and Republicans, includes funding for public transit, electric vehicles, and projects to protect communities from climate disasters.  But it omitted many of Biden’s central climate initiatives, such as a commitment to make electricity carbon-free by 2035....
Despite calls for a “green recovery” from the economic downturn of the coronavirus pandemic, a recent analysis by the United Nations and the University of Oxford found that just 2.6% of rescue and recovery spending by the 50 leading economies was directed toward projects, such as renewable energy infrastructure, that could end the world’s reliance on fossil fuels....
As political action fails to match the pace of climate impacts, leaders are left to escalate their rhetoric once more.  “It is, without exaggeration, about survival,” U.S. Special Presidential Envoy for Climate John F. Kerry said in a speech in London this past week.  He appealed to nations — particularly China — to overcome political hurdles and commit to drastic change.  “Cooperation,” Kerry said, “is the only way to break free from the world’s current mutual suicide pact.”
The Costs of Inaction
...
Time and again, the worst impacts of warming have hit the globe’s poorest nations, which often have the least capacity to respond.  Studies show that more than 2/3 of deaths from weather- and water-related disasters since 1970 have been in what the U.N. terms “least developed countries.”
In Mumbai, an estimated 110 people have been killed in landslides and flooding triggered by the recent heavy rains.  For Mandal, the death toll underscored the cost of climate change paid by those who have contributed little to the problem.
Cumulative emissions from the United States and Europe account for about half of all GHGs humans have added to the atmosphere.  The annual emissions from an average American are about 10 times those of someone in India.
The disparities are even starker when emissions sources are broken down by wealth.  According to a United Nations report, the richest 1% of the global population produces more than twice as much pollution as the poorest 50%.  People whose annual income exceeds $109,000, the report said, must cut their carbon footprints by a factor of 30 to help slow global warming.
Yet the events of this summer should dispel the illusion that even the rich and powerful can insulate themselves from climate change indefinitely, experts say.  In recent weeks, New York City has seen its subways flood and its skies shrouded by smoke from far-flung wildfires.  Parts of London received a month’s worth of rain in a single day.
“The cry used to come from small, developing countries,” said Carlos Fuller, the permanent representative of Belize to the United Nations, and former lead negotiator for a group of island nations that work as a bloc at international climate talks.  But increasingly, Fuller said, “No one is spared.  So obviously, everyone has to take action now.  It is all of us.  We are all in the same boat.…  That is what this summer is telling us.”
...
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