Climate Change Now 'Biggest Global Health Threat'

Climate change is currently the biggest global health threat, a leading medical journal has said, noting that water scarcity, shifting food resources, and extreme weather will drastically affect the world's poor unless development efforts are stepped up.

"We call for a public health movement that frames the threat of climate change for humankind as a health issue," said an editorial in The Lancet medical journal. "Apart from a dedicated few, health professionals have come late to the climate change debate." 

The poor are more at risk from the connections between climate change and public health, explained the independent research organization Worldwatch. The indirect effects of water scarcity, shifting food resources, and extreme weather now cause about 150,000 deaths each year in low-income countries. 

"Those of us who have the capacity should not be asking, 'Are we ready?' but 'What should we do?'" said Friends of the Earth International Chair Meena Raman. 

Donor countries are being urged to increase the assistance they provide to help low-income countries cope with the effects of climate change, especially in Africa and small island states. A UN climate commission has urged developed countries to start by meeting the funding commitments they made in 2001. That voluntary agreement has attracted less than $200 million since it was ratified almost a decade ago.

On the Brink 

"Global warming will be twice as severe as previous estimates indicate," reported USA Today last week, citing a new study published in the Journal of Climate, a publication of the American Meteorological Society. 

The research, conducted by scientists at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), predicts that worldwide, surface temperatures will rise more than 9 degrees Fahrenheit by 2100. This is more severe than the results of a 2003 MIT study that predicted a rise of just over 4 degrees Fahrenheit. 

Several large African cities are at risk from rising sea levels and intense storms as a result of global warming, experts warn. A trend has emerged since the mid-1970s where storms tend to last longer and be more intense, notes the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, a consortium of thousands of scientists analyzing the impacts of climat change worldwide. The increase in storm intensity appears to have a strong correlation to the rise in tropical sea surface temperature, reported the IRIN news service. 

"Developing countries, who face catastrophe if climate change is not held in check, are demanding rich nations cut their emissions by at least 40 percent on 1990 levels by 2020," said international development agency Oxfam International at the close of a climate conference in Bonn, Germany last month. 

The world's developed countries have pledged to slash emissions by between 4 and 14 percent on 1990 levels by 2020, but this is not enough, according to Oxfam. "The 2.8 - 4 degree temperature rise which would result, could lead to an additional 3 million more deaths from hunger and malnutrition and water shortages affecting up to 4 billion additional people -- the vast majority in the developing world," notes the organization. 

Time for Change Is Running Out 
"Developed nations must collectively achieve emissions cuts of at least 25-40 percent below 1990 levels by 2020 and 80-95 percent by 2050," says the environmental advocacy group Greenpeace International. "Rapid emissions reductions in the short-term are critical to avoiding the worst effects of climate change." 

New climate legislation being considered by the U.S. Congress would set U.S. emission targets only 4 percent below 1990 levels, a much less ambitious target than previously anticipated. The drastically weakened bill favors polluting industries over truly sustainable clean energy solutions, argues Daphne Wysham, director of the Sustainable Energy & Economy Network at the Institute for Policy Studies, a non-profit think tank in Washington, DC. 

"We absolutely must reach an agreement to reduce greenhouse gases and help millions of families adapt to climate change -- before our time runs out," UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon told an audience at Johns Hopkins University last week. Ban called for a "green new deal" on climate change and urged a final push in negotiations and cooperation between nations in preparation for a key summit that will be held in Copenhagen in December. The humanitarian news service Alertnet reports. 

Copenhagen: Window of Opportunity 

The international community is looking to the negotiations at Copenhagen in December to forge a global agreement that will stave off the most catastrophic effects of climate change and support developing countries in their efforts to adapt to the consequences that can't now be averted. 

Any agreement made at the conference must include at least 80 percent emission cuts from 1990 levels by 2050 and acknowledge that emissions need to be at least 40 percent below 1990 levels by 2020 in developed countries, inists the humanitarian organization Oxfam International. Additionally, the agreement should ask rich countries to commit at least $150 billion a year for developing countries, Oxfam says. 

"These are the numbers that will make a difference -- anything less will be a golden opportunity blown," says Jeremy Hobbs, Oxfam's executive director. "These are make-or-break issues. We could witness at this meeting the private sector wielding its power for the climate good. The outcome could not matter more to millions of poor people around the world who are already suffering first and worst from the impacts of climate change." 

Take Action 

To help people around the world get involved in climate protection efforts, OneWorld has launched the OneClimate.net Web site, a new social networking space for sharing ideas and experiences on climate change. 

http://us.oneworld.net/article/363559-global-health-threat-climate-change
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