Global Climate Change, Post Bali Lobbyists, Nepal and the Kyoto Protocol

By Surya B. Prasai

Global climate change challenge for Post Bali lobbyist, Nepal and the Kyoto Protocol 

Recently the 13th Session of the Conference Parties to the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change was held between December 3-15 2007 in Bali, Indonesia amidst heightened political drama and a flurry of environmental lobbying both by developed and developing countries to find a blueprint agreement to fight global warming by 2009. The last signatory to the agreement was the United States, which responded to angry criticism from developing countries by endorsing the final document. The US´s chief negotiator Paula Donbriansky, Under Secretary for Democracy and Global Affairs at the US State Department, had earlier rejected an EU proposal for developed countries to cut greenhouse emissions by 25 to 40 per cent. Instead the US agreed to a statement that simply asks for deep cuts. However Dobriansky was quick to point out, "The US is very committed to this effort and just wants really to ensure we all act together. So with that let me say that we will go forward and join consensus.”


The signing of the agreement is also only the start of another two years of tough negotiations, at the end of which countries will have to come up with new targets and commitments. Global warming agreement by 2009? Yes, it will be a hard to swallow reality going by even today´s weather patterns. A half century down the road, or when today´s children are going to be senior citizens then, some concrete realization might develop that if all went well, that this conference could end up being the turning corner in the human race´s efforts to stave off environmental disaster caused by rising temperatures, melting snow caps, and the disappearance of many species of birds and animal. While the agreement, by consensus among some 190 nations, might be hailed by the UN as a turning point in the world's struggle to come to grips with global warming, world environmental scientists are already forecasting that widespread drought, floods, higher sea levels and worsening storms will be the looming events course in the future. Before the countries all decided to sign the Bali document, UN Secretary General Ban Ki-Moon was in a more compromising mood "Everyone should be ready to make compromises on the basis of mutual respect, understanding and flexibility. What separate you now are not fundamental, distinguished ministers and delegates. I appeal to you to make the necessary agreement now." In order to break the impasse, the document referred to that goal, which is outlined in this year's reports by the U.N. Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, only in a footnote that speaks to the "urgency" of addressing climate change. "It's a weakened document, you cannot deny that," stated Hans Vero me, who directs the climate change program for the World Wildlife Fund. "I don't know how you can footnote the Nobel Prize-winning IPCC. We were stunned by that," he added, referring to the U.N. panel that, along with former vice president Al Gore, was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize this week amidst a wild. 
Norwegian late night bash, considered remarkable compared to more austere Noble prize award ceremonies of the past. This year former US Vice President Al Gore clearly stood out the winner with IPCC´s Rajendra Pachauri, two of the world´s most well known environmental celebrities. "The UN-type, the UN representatives and the IPCC (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change) sort of bureaucratic infrastructure got a secondary victory, which is they get to keep going to junkets in exotic places," noted Ken Green from the influential American Enterprise Institute. According to Green," 'I would say the US actually carried the day in terms of getting what it really wanted, what its hard lines were. They did not want hard targets. They didn't get them. They did not want a commitment to a follow on or to tighten up Kyoto, and they avoided that, mostly. There's a little indication of language that says this'll continue. So they got what they wanted that way." It is not surprising that the first wave of post-Bali assessment and criticism ironically begins now with the American Enterprise Institute in Washington, because the Bush administration believes it has already done enough, given that the US´s Environmental Protection Agency still maintains one of the highest environmental caps among the industrialized countries.


Then precisely, what was the Bali Summit on Climate Change and all that US bashing all about? According to many developing countries delegates, including Nepal´s limited lot, it was about highly contentious talks on a replacement to the Kyoto Protocol that did not leave everyone happy in the end. A total of 190 countries of the world attended the 12-day meet about which Ban Ki-Moon, UN Secretary General had commented at the start that time was really running out in the fight against global warming. "We have read the science. Global warming is real, and we are the prime cause. Our job in Bali and beyond is to shape this nascent global transformation – to open the door to the age of green economics and green development," he had stated with some doubtful reasoning. In fact, world leaders had to overcome bitter divisions on the final day of the two week-long summit to adopt a blueprint for a new accord on global warming by 2009. The Bali road map now is a watered down version of the ambitious targets that were called for.


It does not commit any signatory country to specify actions against global warming nor does it guarantee any level of emission reductions or any international commitment. It only commits all to negotiate further on the Kyoto Protocol which is due to expire in 2012 and a new agreement must be concluded within these two years to give countries time to ratify it and ensure an uninterrupted transition, which at best is very difficult. "There is a very clear signal from the scientific community that we need to act on this issue," stated de Boer on behalf the UN organizers repeatedly "We have to turn the trend of global emissions in the next 10 to 15 years." Did Ban Ki-Moon or his organizer de Boer get what they wanted? Not quite, Within the Kyoto Protocol, what is still missing is a global framework within which the planet´s people can coordinate their effort to fight climate change scientifically or measurably.

Fundamental differences between developed and developing nations persist by the very nature of the North-South divide, and like most UN summits this too ended up bashing America at the eleventh hour simply because the southern countries could not reach an agreement among themselves. "It was a doubtful compromise situation" according to an Indonesian climate change negotiator. India received central attention amidst the negotiations heat when it objected to the final draft saying it did not require industrialized countries to help the developing world with funding and technology. China too was a vocal advocate of the developing countries voice stating that the smaller states should speak with their individual conscience on what matters to them most on an individual basis. Why the uncontrolled global warming despite the Kyoto Protocol, which Nepal has also ratified? The fact is, the Protocol is the ´Spring Baby´ as the Japanese say of the 1997 UN climate conference held in Kyoto, Japan. 

It required nations to minimize carbon dioxide and other heat-trapping gasses emitted by power plants and other industrial, agricultural and transportation sources to at least five per cent below 1990 levels by 2008-12, a dream that will simply not hold true. Among the 174 countries that originally ratified the pact, none had achieved it. According to the UNFCC, individual priorities precede global expectations. Not all countries have the same commitment. The European Union, for example, negotiates as a single bloc committing it to reduce greenhouse gas emissions by at least 20 per cent by 2020 compared with 1990 levels. If taken together, these limits would reduce overall emissions of six greenhouse gases from these countries by approximately 5 per cent below 1990 levels before 2012. This is a high achievement though it appears like a relatively small reduction in percentage according to the UNFCC’s Pachauri.


After all, Europe is the world´s leading economic power house and industrial belt. Interestingly, the US, Australia and China were all attacked at various turning points of the Bali meeting and considered naturally the worst polluters but it was also proven wrong by available UNEP statistics. It might be that the three lead among the worst global polluters given their advanced industrial ´burn out" effect, but they also happen to be environmentally conscious countries that do not have to go by the Kyoto Protocol alone. For instance, in the US, the Environmental Protection Agency sets rigid pollution standards that still makes America one of the world´s environmentally cleanest countries going by the principal of "polluters pay first´. Similarly, industrial businesses in Australia, China and the US all adhere to clear public policies on climate change, regardless of what form they might take – regulation, emission caps, efficiency guidelines or just basic industrial licensing ground rules. They are at par with those being run in Europe in highly advanced industrialized countries such as France, Germany and Russia that have environmental friendly ´recyclable´ economies that are still considered highly energy efficient and clean. 

It therefore came as a surprise to some that the EU and the US were at loggerheads in Bali for some unforeseen political reason. The French, in fact, put in the stiffest resistance to American diplomatic soothsaying. It will be memorable to note that European and West European envoys had verbally dueled into the final hours of the two-week conference over the European Union's proposal that the Bali mandate suggest an ambitious goal for cutting industrial nations' emissions by 25 to 40 per cent below 1990 levels by 2020. The EU and others said the goals were needed to direct upcoming talks. But then the guidelines were eliminated after the US, joined by Japan and others, argued that targets should come at the end of the two-year negotiations, not the beginning. Therefore, what will happen in the next two years on the successor protocol to Kyoto, and how it will actually become a measurable indicator on global climate change, will dictate the UN´s present success achieved in Bali. 

The UNFCC will clearly have to embark on real talks to fashion a more effective and widely accepted successor to the 1997 Kyoto Protocol. The UN will now have to move beyond agenda setting and schedule for negotiators to find ways to reduce pollution and help poor countries adapt to environmental changes by speeding up the transfer of technology and financial assistance. In an apparent resolution of compromise, India had suggested minor adjustments to the final document text at Bali, backed by the EU, that encouraged monitoring of technological transfer to make sure rich countries were meeting that gap. But the United States postponed its commitment amidst loud delegate protestations and free- for-all booing. Later on when US Chief delegate Dobriansky finally accepted the changes, it triggered applause, one of the few times that a US action won public praise at the conference studded with developing countries´ accusations that Washington was blocking progress. 

Dobriansky told reporters after the adoption that the other delegates appeals convinced the US delegation that developing nations did not intend to dilute their commitment to take steps to stop global warming. ''After hearing the comments, we felt assured by their words to act,'' Dobriansky said. ''So with that, we felt it is important that we all go forward.'' With the US´s support Bali organizers finally got a moral boost that they desperately needed.


The UN´s Food and Agricultural Organization is worried that with the present rate of depletion, Nepal´s forests will be virtually wiped out by 2015. Roughly one-third of the nation's city inhabitants and two-thirds of all rural dwellers do not have pure water, and the use of contaminated drinking water creates a clear health hazard. Untreated sewage is a major pollution factor: the nation's cities produce an average of 0.7 million tons of solid waste per year most flowing into the drinking water source. Kathmandu, the capital, does not even have a decent dumping site. Nepal´s pro-green environment lobby has estimated that in 2007, nearly 34 of Nepal´s mammal species and 42 of its bird species were endangered, as were 11 plant species. No one has done an accurate study to date. Air and water pollution are also significant environmental problems in Nepal, International jet pilots cleared for a landing approach over Bhatte Danda south to Tribhuvan International Airport complain that Kathmandu valley is always covered with a layer of air pollution making it difficult to land most times of the year. According to United Nations sources, Nepal produces 18,000 tons of carbon monoxide and 3,300 tons of hydrocarbons per year. We do not at this moment have concrete benefits from Kyoto except assurances on the preservation of Nepali flora and fauna which are already highly depleted particularly in the past two years of political uncertainty when poaching has been rife. Nepal receives a few million dollars in environmental rebate each year, but no one has an account of where the money is going either, whether to reinvest in environmentally safe technologies or to some lost government department that has no vision. Delegates at the UN's climate change summit in Bali did actually show worry about the Nepali types of depletion as well than just the exchange of carbon emissions and allocating country points. It is therefore high time Nepal´s environmental experts and conscious international development organizations such as USAID and World Wildlife Fund work together to accelerate stepped up funding and coordination efforts. Nepal already lost some of its best environmental advocates and experts in the unfortunate helicopter accident at Ghumsa, Taplejung in 2006.


Clearly with the Bali summit at the global environmental fore, there is a need now to focus on how developed and developing countries both can generate alternate global energy demands. But these can only be met by deploying half of the existing technology in the developed countries to the developing world. Believe it, the former can still earn a neat 10% financial profit in such lending. The industrialized countries did reluctantly agree to share these cuts in Bali this year and to provide quantifiable technological and financial aid to less well-off nations, including to the economically burgeoning China, India and Brazil, but countries such as Nepal must not be left in this technological lurch. After all, there is a saying among UN experts that whatever works in Nepal is usually good for the rest of Asia which might be truly relevant in the post Kyoto protocol scenario.


One of the interesting questions raised in Bali was: how are countries such as the US faring in comparison to the Bali declaration? The US has in fact made vast progress as an industrialized country that singularly focuses itself on national and global environmental issues. America´s climate policies are part of a broader sustainable development agenda where it believes that climate policies should recognize and complement these priorities, having launched and participated in dozens of partnerships designed to alleviate poverty and spur economic growth in the developing world by modernizing energy services. The US was, in fact, the first country to state that the world community must produce fewer greenhouse gas emissions and must do so in a way that promotes economic growth and helps nations deliver greater prosperity for their people. Ten years back it had called for a similar summit like Bali but then the nations of the world were not prepared for such a meet since they did not take contemporary environmental signs and symptoms as cancerous. The US also leads by example. From 2000-2005, the population of the United States grew by 5 percent (14 million people) and GDP grew by 12 percent (about $1.2 trillion) while its Green House Gas(GHG) emissions increased by only 1.6 percent. Latest estimates show that from 2005-2006, the US economy grew by 2.9 percent, but greenhouse emissions decreased remarkably to only 1.5 percent! This compares more favorably than other countries that have cap and trade programs. The US also pursues a diverse portfolio of policy measures including dozens of mandatory, incentive-based, and voluntary programs to address its domestic emissions including the ENERGY STAR program which reduced emissions by 135 MMTCO2E in 2006, the Domestic Methane Programs which reduced its 2005 methane emissions to 11% below 1990 levels; the newly launched Fuel Economy Increase from Light Trucks which will save103 MMTCO2E over the life of vehicles subjected to the new rules; and the US President's proposed "20 in 10 Plan" which will slow and potentially stop the growth of CO2 emissions from cars, light trucks, and SUVS bu using alternative and renewable fuels.


In conclusion, the Bali meeting focused on four main issues related to global climate change namely its mitigation, adaptation, financing and technology adoption. All four factors matter to developing countries such as Nepal. While both developed and developing countries are still able to earn credits, known as the Clean Development Mechanism (CMD), to offset against their targets by funding clean technologies such as solar power used in both groups, and even receive monetary awards for complying, Re-tailoring Global Climate Change however has a huge implication for the existence of smaller countries such as Nepal which are committed to the post Kyoto scenario, having strong recognized lobbyists in favor of a more stringent environmental protocol governing the entire Hindu-Kush extendible Himalayan belt.


Nepal can only wish after having attended Bali, that the world´s environmental experts and lobbyists hopefully will realize what is more important than just monitoring CDM alone. Because, for Nepal there appears to be little significant benefit to achieve sustainable development even after signing the Protocol, since it has little control effect over its own environmental future and emission measurements after tabulating the cross-weather drift effect. Nepal is also compared by some ICIMOD and global climate experts to an environmental sandwich between two huge economic giants that have a transferable, cross- emission munching effect. This truly influences the Nepali people´s daily lives, in turn, no matter which way the wind blows post-Kyoto period. Nevertheless, Nepal´s ratification of the Kyoto Protocol is its national commitment to safeguard the global environment for the future generations that hopefully will be able to appreciate the miracle of our daily existence amidst hugely depleted water and natural resources which is a sure sign of the hard times to come. Is the country pro-actively bracing itself against the tide?

