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Feature

This issue of New World may be an unusual 
one. It does not seek to contest, challenge 
or even scrutinise its central theme. In 
fact, it’s one of the  few subjects  in global 
governance where there  is a near-unified 
acknowledgment of the problem  in 
front of us. 

Decades of scientific research has 
led to the ever-growing consensus that 
man-made climate change is the greatest 
challenge we have ever faced. But actually 
solving it can feel as insurmountable now 
as at any point over the last few decades. 

Preventing a 2°C rise in global 
temperatures – the internationally agreed 
‘red line’ for climate negotiations – and 
mitigating the adverse effects the world is 
already experiencing, will require myriad 
efforts on the part of all sections of society. 

Acting on this responsibility will 
require a sea change in attitudes. In recent 
months, momentum has been steadily 
building among proponents of climate 
action, with major shifts in both words 
and deeds (see graphic above). One of 
the most outspoken ‘game changers’ to 

have emerged has come from a somewhat 
unusual quarter – the Vatican. 

In June, Pope Francis published a 
rare papal encyclical – a 184-page letter 
to Catholics all over the world – which 
lambasted past efforts to curb global 
warming. “Doomsday predictions can no 
longer be met with irony or disdain,” he said. 

Reprising his argument in an address to 
world leaders at the UN in September, the 
Pope continued: “Without the recognition 
of certain incontestable natural ethical 
limits ... the ideal of ‘saving succeeding 
generations from the scourge of war’ and 
‘promoting social progress and better 
standards of life in larger freedom’ risks 
becoming an unattainable illusion, or, even 
worse, idle chatter which serves as a cover 
for all kinds of abuse and corruption.”
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   CIVIL SOCIETY: Countless campaigns 
united by a common purpose

• A global divestment 
campaign has 
removed $2.6trn from 
fossil fuel companies

• In March protestors 
in Madhya Pradesh, 
India – supported 

by Greenpeace – 
stopped the sale of 
a coal block in one 
of the oldest forests 
in Asia, home to 
50,000 indigenous 
people

   INDIVIDUALS: Acting as essential 
agents of change

• Climate tops a Pew 
Research Center 
poll on global list of 
public’s concerns

• German citizens have 
provided half the 
country’s investment 

in expanding 
renewables

• In June 9,000 
people came to 
Westminster to 
discuss climate 
issues with 330 MPs 

   RELIGIOUS GROUPS: The moral voice 
of the climate movement

• The Vatican has 
urged UN member 
states to agree a 
goal of “complete 
decarbonisation” by 
2050

• The Islamic 
Declaration on Global 
Climate Change 
calls for warming to 
be kept “within the 
‘1.5 degree’ limit” 

  MEDIA: A unique responsibility to 
inform public opinion

• The Guardian has 
launched the Climate 
Publishers Network, 
a global pool of free 
content, to better 
inform the public

• The Earth Journalism 
Network has trained 
over 3,300 journalists 
from developing 
countries on climate 
reporting

   SCIENCE: Gateway to understanding 
our world 

• The Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate 
Change says it is 
“extremely likely” 
(95% certain) that 
global warming is 
manmade

• Its most recent 
report involved over 
830 authors and 
received 142,631 
comments during 
the evidence review 
process U
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Acting as essential 
agents of change

RELIGIOUS
GROUPS

Pope Francis is not alone in calling for 
urgent change. Mark Carney, Governor 
of the Bank of England and Chair of the 
G20’s Financial Stability Board, recently 
warned the insurance industry that “the 
challenges currently posed by climate 
change pale in significance compared with 
what might come.” He went on to suggest 
a climate disclosure task force, designed 
to set a voluntary international standard 
by which companies could publish their 
carbon emissions. (For more on the role of 
the financial sector, see next page).

For some, however, it is long past 
time for half-measures. Kumi Naidoo, 
Executive Director of Greenpeace, 
recently criticised UN member states 
for the “mood of self-congratulation in 
New York”. He called out governments 

that for too long have said one thing and 
done another, citing President Obama 
as an example of a leader who, “in crass 
contradiction to his fine words, is still 
allowing Shell to drill for more oil in 
the Arctic” (the US has since suspended 
sales of drilling leases there). The role of 
civil society movements, particularly in 
challenging these inconsistencies, is more 
important than ever (see page 26).

Just over a year ago, 300,000 activists 
in New York, plus as many more in cities 
around the world, marched for climate 
justice. It was undoubtedly a powerful 
display of global citizenship. But what 
did it achieve? The clamour for headline-
grabbing stunts on the one hand, and 
scientific analyses wielded as bludgeons on 
the other, can only get us so far. 

Ultimately, the most influential 
advocate for stimulating climate action 
is you. If governments, business leaders 
or our international institutions are 
to address this issue they must feel 
compelled by their own constituents. 
This approach can feel uncertain. As Isaac 
Newton once put it, “I can calculate the 
movements of heavenly bodies, but not 
the madness of men.” But in years to 
come, our success or failure may be judged 
by the extent to which those in power 
were moved to act. 

From making the case for reducing 
your carbon footprint among friends and 
colleagues (see page 17 for ideas) to the 
gradual ratcheting of pressure on your 
political representatives, it is time for your 
voice to rise above the fray. 
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   GOVERNMENTS: Our representatives 
on the global stage 

• The US has pledged 
to cut CO2 emissions 
by 26% (from 2005 
levels) by 2025

• Since 1990 Sweden 
has cut emissions 
by 22%, whilst 

the economy 
grew by  58%

• Mexico has 
reduced fossil fuel 
subsidies from 
$18.5bn in 2012 to 
$2.5bn in 2014

  CITIES: Pathfinders for innovation 

• 175 cities with more 
than 250 million 
people have made 
climate pledges 
under the Compact 
of Mayors

• Oslo plans to ban 
cars from the city 
by 2019 whilst 
Melbourne hopes 
to be the first zero-
carbon city by 2020

   FINANCIAL INSTITUTIONS: Managing 
risk and adapting to climate instability

• The World Bank 
and International 
Monetary Fund have 
launched the Carbon 
Pricing Panel to put a 
cost on emissions

• According to the 
Climate Bond 
Initiative, the green 
bond market was 
valued at $502.6bn 
in 2014

   PRIVATE SECTOR: Driving the 
transition to a zero-carbon economy 

• Unilever has improved 
its carbon efficiency 
by 40% since 
1995 and leads the 
charge in making the 
business case for 
change

• 80% of water used 
by Intel to create 
computer chips 
(billions of gallons 
annually) is recycled 
and returned to local 
supplies
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On the front line 
of the fight against 

climate change

   UNITED NATIONS: On the frontline 
of  the fight against climate change

• The UN has received 
emissions reductions 
plans from 150 
states, covering 90% 
of global emissions

• The Green Climate 
Fund has received 

$10.2bn in climate 
pledges from 
38 countries

• Over 40 different 
UN bodies work to 
adapt to and mitigate 
climate change 


