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Don't stay the course on global warming

By Kieran Suckling

Will President Bush use Tuesday’s state of the union address to announce a major policy shift on global warming? Speculation has
been rampant since British newspapers, quoting unnamed sources close to Prime Minister Tony Blair, suggested that Bush is moving
toward acceptance of regulatory caps on greenhouse gas emissions. 

Though the U.S. is the world’s largest emitter of greenhouse gases, it’s one of the few industrial nations not to ratify the Kyoto
Protocol. The protocol expires in 2012 and Bush has been lobbied by German Chancellor Angela Merkel, British Prime Minister Tony
Blair, European Commission President Jose Manuel Barroso, and U.N. Secretary Ban Ki-moon to play a leadership role in
developing its successor.

The need could not be greater.

Global warming is the greatest threat in the history of humanity. Scientists warn that a global increase of 2-3 °C will make the world all
but unrecognizable. Melting of Arctic and Antarctic ice sheets would raise sea levels by 80 feet, obliterating the current habitat for
most of the world’s population. Crops will be destroyed. Extinction, already at a crisis level, will skyrocket.

It is essential that we limit future warming to less than 1 °C, which would place us near the peak of the warmest interglacial periods of
the past million years. It won’t be comfortable, but it will probably be survivable. 

Massive federal and state spending on new technologies and conservation practices will be necessary. We’re talking about “war on
global warming” spending levels. Britain’s Stern Report recommends allocating one percent of the world’s annual GDP. The goal of all
this is to reduce current greenhouse gas emissions by 60-80%.

Which bring us back to emission caps: there is no hope of reducing greenhouses gases at a sufficient rate without regulatory caps,
especially on the energy, transportation, commercial and industrial sectors.

Recent events seem to support the British rumors. In May, the Bush Administration admitted the reality of warming oceans when
listing the staghorn and elkhorn corals as endangered species. In December it conceded that virtually all summer Arctic sea ice is
projected to disappear by 2040 and proposed to list the polar bear as a threatened species. A few weeks later, the National Climate
Date Center revealed that 2006 was the hottest recorded year in U.S. history. Each of the past nine years is among the hottest 25
years on record; “a streak,” according to the Center, “which is unprecedented in the historical record.” Globally, 16 of hottest years
since 1880 occurred in the past twenty years.

A closer look, however, reveals that even as Bush inches toward admitting the obvious, he is resolute in not confronting it. The
Endangered Species Act listing of the corals makes only the slightest reference to the cause of ocean warming and eerily calls it
“severe, unpredictable…and unmanageable.” The polar bear proposal explains that the current rate of sea ice melt is unprecedented
in the past 800,000 years, but concludes that “there are few, if any, processes that are capable of altering this trajectory.” In a press
conference, Bush’s Secretary of the Interior declared that stopping global warming was outside the scope of federal agencies to
address.

Stay the course.

In the 2006 State of the Union address, Bush announced that “America is addicted to oil” then sought to increase oil dependence by
expanding drilling in wilderness areas and proposing to drill the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge. This year his energy advisor
promised that the state of the union speech will “knock your socks off in terms of our commitment to energy independence.”

Don’t hold your breath. In a dash to squelch expectations of progress on global warming, the White House press secretary publicly
declared: "If you're talking about enforceable carbon caps, in terms of industry-wide and nation-wide, we knocked that down. That's
not something we're talking about.”

What Bush will talk about is the need to “innovate”, drill for more oil and gas on U.S. lands and waters, and moderately increase
research budgets. And resist policies that might slow the economic growth machine that is pushing us toward global catastrophe. 

Stay the course.

Bills to require deep cuts in emissions and large increases in technology and conservation spending have been introduced in recent
weeks by Bernie Sanders, presidential hopefuls John McCain and Barak Obama, and past presidential contender Joe Lieberman.
Henry Waxman, Barbara Boxer, Nancy Pelosi and presidential hopeful Hillary Clinton are also expected to introduce substantial
global warming bills this year.



If you’re looking for leadership, forget the state of the union, the real action is in the newly energized Congress.
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