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Don't cry for Kiribati, Tuvalu,
Marshall Islands, parts of Papua New Guinea,
the Caribbean, Bangladesh, Africa...

“It may be too late for Kiribati,” said Kiribati’s President Anote Tong
gently at a public meeting at Victoria University on World Environment
Day, hosted in Wellington, NZ, 05/06/08. But perhaps if action is taken
other countries can avoid a similar fate, he added. Emissions from global
warming already in the atmosphere are enough to submerge his country’s low-ly-
ing coral atolls when they take effect in a few decades, perhaps within 6o years, he
said. Tong is planning for the time his people will no longer have a country and
was appealing for more countries to help resettle his people. The highest point on
most islands is just two metres above sea level and parts of Kiribati are already
underwater, forcing some of its 94,000 people living in shoreline village commu-
nities to be relocated from centuries-old sites. For a leader to have to make plans
to move his people from celestially beautiful islands, where their ancestors have
lived successfully for thousands of years is tragic, even more so when you know it’s
not an act of nature, but through global warming caused by the lifestyles of people
in rich countries like New Zealand and Australia. Tuvalu and the Marshall Islands
are similarly affected, Tong said. So also are parts of Papua New Guinea and low-
lying islands of the Caribbean and Bangladesh. Africa too is badly affected by
drought, preventing crops from growing, a predicted effect of higher tempera-
tures caused by warming (see p.31). For people in small island nations, ultimately
there’s no effective adaptation techniques other than an exodus to other countries
hopefully willing to take them, because there are no high mountains for retreat.
For Africans, little can be done to adapt once temperatures rise above the level at
which food can grow. You simply starve, which is what is already happening.

Would any of us like to be in the position of people starving in Kenya, or
Kiribati’s people, begging for countries who have caused the problem to give
you a place to live? It’s pleasing New Zealand is taking some Kiribati families
- 75 people yearly - and is offering more aid. But it'’s unpleasant knowing New
Zealand has done little to reduce its emissions, which continue to rise, as do
Australia’s and other rich industrial countries. Ten years have been lost, while
countries talked about climate change but didn’t act. Now the situation is worse.
According to the authoritative 2007 1PccC report, 80% cuts in global emissions
are now needed by 2050 to avoid the most terrible outcomes. Australia’s Interim
Garnaut report commendably supports these cuts, and advises the Australian
government it can be done without marked economic cost. But as Ted Trainer
inquires in his article (p.25), how will it be possible to cut dependence on fos-
sil fuels by 80-90% by 2050 and shift to alternative energy while the economy,
under current economic imperatives, becomes four times as big by 2050? Trainer
challenges anyone who doesn’t agree with his calculations to show how this can
be done. How can it be done in any consumer society?

President Tong, a graduate of the London School of Economics, said climate
change “is not an issue of economic development, but an issue of human survival”
According to the mad utopia of growth economics and the dogma of unregulated
free markets, economic development is more important than human survival and
the environment on which economics and all life depends. Biological, geological
realities are looming however, to bring our castle in the air crashing to earth.
Fossil fuel oil and gas are depleting, and there’s no getting away from it, and no
alternatives to replace the vast amounts of energy required by continually grow-
ing consumer societies on a global basis. We would need nine earths to do it, as
the UN Human Development reports (p.12). Additionally, as Geoftrey Glasby
says (p.15), if economic growth continues to rise over the next decades, we are
on course within this century: “to overwhelm the natural environment on which
we depend for our tenure on this planet” The question is, as Richard Heinberg
says (p.5), will societies contract and simplify intelligently, or in an uncontrolled,
chaotic fashion? M Kay Weir
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