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IN MY VIEW

The scale of the problem and the obstacles to
tackling climate change
There is almost unanimous agreement (99%) among the
climate scientists that climate change is happening, and
faster than was originally predicted. It is increasingly likely
that we will be faced by ‘climate catastrophe’ – which would
make life difficult, if not impossible, for life on our planet.
Fred Pearce (2004) indicates that climate change may be
happening even faster than was previously thought.

Natural resources, biodiversity and human habitats are all
threatened. In particular, the poor of the world are already
under threat, as the extreme weather events makes living in
more vulnerable areas impossible. Sir John Houghton (a
former member of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change) has said that, by 2050, there may be 150 million
environmental refugees, mostly from the majority world.
And the bulk of the CO2 emissions come from the minority
world. If we delay the necessary action until disasters
motivate us, then it will be too late.

What are the obstacles to tackling this huge issue with the
urgency that is required? Joanna Macy has written: ‘...the
perils facing life on earth are so massive and unprecedented
that they are hard to believe. The very danger signals that
should rivet our attention, summon up the blood and bind us
in collective action, tend to have the opposite effect. They
make us want to pull down the blinds, and busy ourselves
with other things’ (1998). Hillman (2004), Christie (2004)
and others have explored ‘denial’ in the context of climate
change. Denial, a concept used in psychology, makes it
possible for the society to avert its eyes, and produce what
Hillman calls ‘excuses’ for not
doing anything. While denial is so
widespread, the inertia and apathy
that flow from that denial make it
impossible even to start to
undertake the urgent action that
needs to take place. 

The problem of denial stems
from the fact that our way of life
is threatened: few of us want to change our consuming ways
– our foreign holidays by air, our car use, and our patterns of
consumption. Even those of us involved in development,
development education (DE), education for sustainable
development (ESD) or environmental organisations are
unwilling to change our ways of living. But if 60% cuts in
CO2 emissions are to be achieved by 2050 (and many argue
that for us in the rich minority world, the cuts need to be of

the order of 80%), then the whole society needs to engage
with this issue. And particularly those concerned with DE
and ESD.

It is easy to say: ‘It’s up to someone else to take the
decisions’ and that is partly true – politicians and economists
need to make the necessary changes. But they will not do so
until there is public pressure from the electorate. That’s the
readers of this Journal, as well as all those with whom we
work, and the rest of our society. At the moment there are no
votes in this issue – whatever Tony Blair may say about the
importance of climate change, in the next breath we hear
about plans to build more runways, and expand aviation
provision. 

The implications for DE and ESD
The DEA Strategy 2004-2008 restates the principles of
development education (reproduced inside Journal front
cover). These principles clearly provide the framework
within which the implications of climate change for DE and
ESD should be addressed.

The section on Mission focuses, among other elements,
on the need to:

• enhance skills and knowledge that enable understanding
of the relationships between local, national and global
affairs.

• encourage actions in support of sustainable
development, based on an understanding and
experiences of local and global relationships between
environments, economies and societies.

The issue of climate change is the
ultimate challenge to
‘understanding of the
relationships between local,
national and global affairs’. It is
also a matter of justice and rights.
One might argue that there is no
more important issue – all the
others pale into insignificance
beside this one. Those involved

with DE and ESD need to make climate change central to
our work with our various constituencies, and in our
lobbying work with government departments.

The implications for development
A report by the New Economics Foundation and the
Bangladesh Centre for Advanced Studies (2002) opens with:

Climate change: development education – choosing a
better future? 
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Human development is facing potentially the biggest U-
turn in its history. Unsustainable use of fossil fuels is
warming our planet quicker that at any time in the past
10,000 years. Nine of the ten warmest years on record
have occurred since 1990. This in turn is causing
catastrophes beyond our ability to control. The number
of weather-related disasters has doubled in the past
decade, affecting the lives of two billion people.
Unprecedented floods in Europe and the Himalayas
have competed for this summer’s news headlines with
catastrophic droughts in Southern Africa and smog in
South East Asia. Pacific islanders are drawing up long
term plans to evacuate, as rising seas salinate water
supplies and erode coastlines. Global warming is
gathering pace and threatens to dash the development
hopes of millions of the planet’s poorest.

The phrase ‘natural disaster’ needs to be examined. As a
Christian Aid report (2000) said, many of the recent disasters
are symptoms of climate change (mostly human induced) so
there is little that is natural about them. The World Council
of Churches brought out a damning report in January 2002
which takes up the same theme: climate change is now
potentially the greatest cause of world poverty, to such an
extent that unless the minority world acts very promptly to
reduce CO2 emissions, climate disasters will become so
frequent and so severe that the aim of development will have
to be abandoned, and will have to be replaced by that of bare
survival in a deteriorating environment.

Conclusions and recommendations
Addressing the issues caused by climate change should be
central to DE and ESD – at all levels of activity.
Development cannot be ‘sustainable’ while the threat of
climate change is so powerful.

We need to:

• face up to the urgency of the threat;

• make sure we are well-informed: there are many books
and websites available;

• make changes in our lives, and encourage changes in the
lives of our target audiences – see ‘How We Can Save
the Planet’, by Mayer Hillman, with Tina Fawcett
(Penguin, £7.99, 2004);

• lobby our constituency MPs – they are bound to respond
to letters from their constituents and feed information
into the government policy machine;

• support climate change campaigns (for example, Friends
of the Earth, Rising Tide, the Campaign against Climate
Change);

In particular, those of us in DE and ESD should make this
issue central in our work as a matter of urgency: a working
group drawn from across the DE/ESD spectrum should be
formed to develop a strategy and action plan.

Incorporating changes into our lifestyle will not be easy.
But that does not mean that – if we adopt carbon rationing –

they will all be negative. On the contrary, many of them
should be highly positive in their effects. Better health,
quieter and safer streets, more stable communities, less oil
dependency, and less road danger will be among the wide
range of likely benefits.

But they run counter to current trends in society, and
require thought and commitment. The challenge facing us is
to invest that thought and commitment today, while there is
still time. It is all too clear that we cannot go on as we are
now, paying little more than lip service to this most critical
of issues.

If we in the developed world do not agree to substantially
restrict our own carbon dioxide emissions, there are only two
possible outcomes. Either we will witness and bear the costs
of an inevitable and devastating intensification for future
generations of the problems caused by climate change – as
well as the burden on our consciences. Or poorer people,
mainly in developing countries, will have to be prevented
from having their fair share of the fossil fuels required to
maintain even a basic standard of living. Burying our heads
in the sand on this topic to avoid facing reality cannot
continue.

We have to choose a better future. (Hillman, 2004)

Since it is the poorest who will suffer most, it is our
responsibility as practitioners of DE and ESD not to allow
ourselves to be in denial any longer and to grasp the
immediate challenge posed by the threat of climate
catastrophe, in the interests of justice, rights, peace and
indeed our survival as a human race.
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