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Climate change is now widely acknowledged as one of the
great – if not the greatest – challenges facing humanity in the
coming decades. Through its impact on average temperature,
precipitations and sea levels, it will endanger the livelihood of
hundreds of millions and impose increasing costs on our socie-
ties if nothing is done. Indeed, the economic costs of inaction
have been estimated at something between 5 and 20 per cent of
global GDP by 2050, a colossal burden. And to add insult to inju-
ry, it is the people from the poorest nations of the world, those
who have in effect contributed the least to the problem that are
likely to suffer its worst impacts. Clearly, inaction is not an option.

However, the failure in Copenhagen of the last Conference of
the Parties to the UNFCCC to generate a significant commitment
on the part of governments, despite a broad consensus on the
threat at hand, illustrates the inherent political difficulty in addres-
sing a threat whose effects are not quite immediate (or at least
are still rather diffuse compared to other problems) and which
affects people unequally. Indeed, the very policies that have the
potential to stem the problem (i.e. keep the rise in temperature
below 2°C) involve an ambitious transition away from a carbon-
intensive economy and will themselves impose costs on our
societies.
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