World Leaders Reach Fragile Consensus on Global Warming
by David Usborne
September 23, 2014: New York – World leaders arrived in New York today for a day dedicated to addressing arguably the gravest threat of all to peace and security – the sabotaging of the world’s fragile climate – while at the same time trying not be distracted by a burst of diplomatic static caused by strikes overnight against extremists inside Syria.
Against the boisterous backdrop of the marches for action on global warming in New York and other cities on Sunday, the Climate Change summit featured a parade of prime ministers and presidents offering funds and vowing to be united in time for the end of next year when a new global treaty on emissions will have to be struck in Paris.
“The clear scientific evidence is that our actions as humans are the main cause of global warming,” the Prime Minister, David Cameron, told the meeting.  “That means if together we have the resolve, our actions can address this.  But to do so, we must agree a global deal in Paris next year.  We simply cannot put this off any longer.”
Ban Ki-Moon, the architect of the summit, who joined the marchers in New York, nonetheless opened his main press conference of the day with a strong endorsement of the strikes in Syria conducted on the extremist Sunni movement Isis by the United States and 5 Arab nations.  It was “undeniable”, he said, that “these extremist groups pose an immediate threat to international peace and security”.
By this morning, climate change and the future of the planet will already have given way to the crises of the here and now, notably ISIS.  But even if corridor gossip in New York was more about ISIS than deforestation or the rising of the oceans, some at the climate summit sensed a new and important momentum.  It was the 1st gathering of so many world leaders since a similar gathering in Copenhagen 5 years ago, that ended with little progress.  One after another, leaders of countries pledged new sums to help fund action to curb emissions, much of it for developing countries that cannot bear the cost of such steps alone.  Among them, the French President, François Hollande, promised $1 billion in a new contribution by France to a global climate change fund.
Delegates said the noise created by the weekend marches and a protest on Monday in Wall Street had helped.  Dr Rajendra Pachauri, the chairman of the UN Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), said he was optimistic that this “heightened awareness” would lead to crucial action to avoid the most devastating impacts of global warming.
Of the more than 2,700 climate-change marches in 161 countries over the weekend, he said: “I see a clearly heightened awareness of climate change and what that means for people’s livelihoods around the world.
“The marches were quite unprecedented, as is this high-level summit.  It could very well be a turning point.  I’m optimistic that from now onwards we will see global society moving towards a solution,” he told The Independent.
Meanwhile, more than 150 countries set the first-ever deadline to end deforestation by 2030 in a joint declaration.  However, the key player, Brazil, declined to join it.  The United States, Canada and the entire European Union all signed on to the declaration to halve forest loss by 2020 and eliminate deforestation entirely by 2030.
“Today we must set the world on a new course,” Mr Ban declared in his opening remarks to the meeting.  “Climate change is the defining issue of our age.  It is defining our present.  Our response will define our future.”
The EU made a new promise to work to continue to cut emissions beyond the 2020 horizon, so that by 2030, greenhouse gas emissions in the bloc would be 40% below the 1990 level.  The vow also calls for using renewable energy for 27% of the EU’s power needs and to increase energy efficiency by 30%.
“The European Union is on track to meet our targets, and at same time we have seen our economy grow,” Jose Manuel Barroso, the European Commission President, said.  “We prove climate protection and a strong economy must go hand in hand.”  He added that the EU would give $3.9 billion to help developing countries adopt climate-friendly policies.
Film star Leonardo DiCaprio also spoke at the conference as a “concerned citizen”, but environmental activists attending the summit warned that the pledges to take voluntary steps would not necessarily translate into an agreement on a new global treaty, with binding emissions limits in Paris next year.
“World leaders will be congratulating the private sector on a series of empty promises, instead of delivering a global agreement to tackle climate change that’s already having huge impacts for poor communities around the world,” said Brandon Wu, an environmental expert with the international NGO ActionAid.
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