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The carbon-based economy is in 
many respects an uncontrolled 
experiment on the global 

climate, with serious, but hard to 
measure risks for the economy, the 
environment and human health. For 
several decades now, the world’s 
leading scientists have been warning 
that without major policy changes in 
the next few years, we face a future 
filled with danger. 
	 While projections still combine 
uncertain effects with certain facts, 
even the minimum predicted shifts 
in climate for the 21st century 
are likely to be significant and 
disruptive. To take just one of many 
very worrying examples, sea levels 
have already risen by 10 to 20 cm 
over pre-industrial averages.

Mark Malloch Brown reports a growing momentum 
in governments and business to tackle climate change, and 
describes how the issue is being mainstreamed through the 
UN system

Without urgent and concerted 
action, five broad trends appear 
inescapable:
1. The world’s coasts will face 
increasingly severe storms and 
floods, with the inundation of coastal 
areas displacing millions of people.
2. Salt-water intrusion from rising 
sea levels will impact the quality and 
availability of freshwater, worsening 
the world’s growing water crisis.
3. As warmer conditions alter 
forests, wetlands and rangelands, 
the damage to the Earth’s ecosystem 
will be far reaching and irreversible: 
some 25 per cent of mammals and 
12 per cent of birds could become 
extinct over the next few decades.
4. Shifting agricultural lands and 
creeping desertification will leave 

Window 
of Opportunity

many areas unfit for crops or 
grazing.
5. Warmer and wetter conditions 
may accelerate the spread of new 
varieties of infectious diseases such 
as malaria and yellow fever. 

Dire consequences

	 Each of these scenarios has dire 
consequences for our world. Yet, 
while consensus on the science is 
gradually moving towards the more 
alarmed end of the scale, determined 
resistance by a powerful minority of 
doubters has made effective strategies 
difficult to agree and implement. 
Such delay should concern all 
countries, but is especially troubling 
for developing ones that remain 
particularly vulnerable to the effects 
of climate change.
	 Poor people already live on the 
front lines of poverty, pollution, 
disaster, and degradation. Their 
livelihoods and food security depend 
directly on agriculture, forestry 
and fisheries. Their economies will 
suffer most from the heightened 
frequency of drought, floods and 
storms associated with climate 
change. Indeed, there is a real risk 
that climate change could erect new 
obstacles in the way of achieving the 
Millennium Development Goals.
	 Climate change policies 
require strong economic resolve, ▲
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particularly in light of two closely 
linked global concerns: energy 
security and worldwide economic 
stability in an era of rising oil prices. 
Creative responses driven by solid 
research, shared knowledge and the 
participation of governments and 
people at all levels are needed to 
meet this critical challenge.
	 At a very minimum, the world 
must pursue a double strategy: 
We need to reduce emissions of 
greenhouse gases, which means 
altering how we live and do business 
– including through more efficient 
use of energy and other resources, 

taking place. They also understand 
the need for market and non-market 
approaches, and for striking a balance 
between public policy prescriptions 
and technology-based solutions. 
Of course, not all States share the 
same commitment to addressing 
the challenge, and they also differ 
on what actions to take. But the 
broad, common acceptance of the 
problem presents a new window of 
opportunity to tackle the challenge 
collectively.
	 Even before this political 
momentum was generated, real 
gains were being made. The 

technological development, and 
greater public awareness. And we 
need to adapt to the climate change 
that is already inevitable because of 
the massive accumulation of past 
emissions.	
Despite the minority of sceptics, 
momentum to address the climate 
crisis is growing. The communiqué 
issued by G-8 Members last year at 
Gleneagles – and their actions and 
pronouncements since – underscore 
the fact that major players no longer 
question whether climate change is 

UN Framework Convention on 
Climate Change, the centrepiece of 
global efforts to limit and stabilize 
atmospheric greenhouse gas 
concentrations, has come to enjoy 
nearly universal membership. And 
with the entry into force of the 
Convention’s Kyoto Protocol, a 
new era of fighting climate change 
has begun. The 155 parties to this 
Protocol have agreed to reduce 
developed countries’ greenhouse gas 
emissions to levels 5.2 per cent below 
their 1990 amounts. The Protocol 
created three innovative and cost-
effective market-based mechanisms 
to assist developed countries to 
comply with its commitments: the 
Clean Development Mechanism 
(CDM), Joint Implementation, and 
International Emissions Trading.
	 CDM, the only market 
instrument currently available to 
facilitate greenhouse gas reductions 

We need to reduce 
emissions of greenhouse 
gases, which means 
altering how we live and 
do business — including 
through more efficient 
use of energy and other 
resources
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by developing countries, has yet to 
realize its potential to help developed 
countries meet their targets, or to 
prompt meaningful changes in 
production and consumption patterns 
in developing ones. Nevertheless, 
the global carbon market, including 
CDM and emissions trading, stands 
at $11 billion, and is expected to 
grow significantly.
	 This market reflects a remarkable 
feature of the climate process: the 
growing involvement of the private 
sector and the interest of new 
business sectors. While some of 
the responses are due to mandatory 

regulations, companies – both 
from Kyoto parties and from non-
parties – are increasingly realizing 
that carbon trade can be potentially 
quite lucrative. This trend received 
a further boost with the start of the 
European Union’s Emissions Trading 
Scheme in 2005: its empirical data 
on actual prices of carbon emission 
reductions significantly improves 
upon prior academic or government 
estimations. 

Renewable energy

The development of such trading 
schemes underpins the reality that 
private investment and corporate 
behavioural change will prove at least 
as significant in winning the climate 
fight as direct government action. 
The magnitude of the task before 
us means that neither governments 
nor businesses can hope to address 
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it alone. That is why strong political 
will has to be matched with sustained 
private effort to arrive at solutions to 
changing climate. 
	 Already, the private sector 
is engaged as never before, and 
not just through Kyoto’s market 
mechanisms. More and more, 
corporate leaders are grasping the 
potential of renewable energy, hybrid 
vehicles, breakthrough techniques 
and green technologies. The financial 
and insurance sectors have become 
increasingly concerned about climate 
change as a business risk, and have 
been pressing Governments to act 
with greater determination. 

Economic growth

Particularly promising are recent 
moves to introduce environmental 
criteria into key measures of 
corporate performance. Earlier this 
year, institutional investors from 
around the world, representing 
$2 trillion in assets, signed on to 
the Principles for Responsible 
Investment, sponsored by the UN 
Secretary-General’s Global Compact 
and UNEP’s Finance Initiative. 
This represents a major step 
forward in efforts to ‘put a price’ on 
environmental stewardship – or the 
lack of it – by channelling finance 
and investment towards companies 
that display corporate citizenship, 
including through meaningful action 
against climate change.
	 Despite these welcome advances, 
climate change still tends to be 
perceived as a predominantly 
environmental concern, though it has 
profound implications for economic 
growth, social advancement, and 
almost all other aspects of human 
well-being. Progress in dealing 
with it demands that we break down 
these barriers, and fully engage 
relevant sectors of government and 
civil society in our efforts. Indeed, 
a more holistic understanding of 
the implications of climate change 
can help solidify the political will 
and public concern necessary to 
help find solutions. There must be 
an integrated approach, in keeping 
with the precepts of sustainable 
development, which positions it 
firmly within a broader agenda.
Such integration is already under way 
at the United Nations, where climate 

change is being mainstreamed 
throughout the UN system – from 
the normative, intergovernmental 
processes of the Climate Change 
Convention, to the operational work 
of the funds, programmes, agencies, 
and regional commissions.
	 Our disaster relief strategies 
are taking the impact of climate 
change into account. The Global 
Environment Facility – an initiative 
being implemented by the UN 
Development Programme, UNEP 
and the World Bank – has been 
steering more funding to projects 
aimed at both mitigation and 
adaptation. UNEP is also working 
more broadly with UNDP better to 
integrate environmental issues into 
development planning, and it is 
studying the feasibility of making 
the UN Organization itself carbon-
neutral. 

Global action

Last year’s climate meetings in 
Montreal made significant strides 
forward. Two parallel tracks were 
agreed that have great potential to 
intensify future global action. The 
first involves discussions among the 
parties to the Protocol, and looks at 
binding targets for the industrialized 
countries beyond 2012. The second 
is a dialogue involving all parties 
to the Convention which looks 
at a broader range of long-term 
cooperative action. The Climate 
Change Conference in Nairobi is 
well placed to advance action on both 
tracks, and to drive progress in 
both policy and practical terms.
	 Most of the immediate 
progress that can be made to 
reduce greenhouse-gas emissions 
involves using fossil fuels more 
efficiently. Industry, which 
accounts for over 40 per cent of 
global carbon dioxide emissions, 
can benefit from getting more 
electricity, transport, and 
industrial output for less coal, 
oil, or gasoline. That is a no-
lose situation: more profit, less 
pollution, less global warming. 
The savings thus realized will 
buy time for the global climate 
system while alternative-energy 
technologies – which at present 
only contribute less than 2 per 
cent to world supplies – can be 

developed and made cost-effective.
	 Some governments have already 
attempted to cut greenhouse 
gas emissions with a mixture of 
incentives subsidies, voluntary 
programmes, regulations, and fines. 
Several have attacked the problem 
directly by imposing ‘taxes’ on 
carbon use. Others have established 
‘carbon markets’ where units of 
energy use may be bought and 
sold. These arrangements anticipate 
provisions that will apply beyond 
the Kyoto Protocol. 

Growing urgency

The fight against climate change 
will require a sustained effort for 
this entire century. Unsustainable 
practices are woven deeply into 
the fabric of modern life. At last 
though, as Gleneagles and then 
Montreal showed, there is emerging 
agreement on the problem, as well 
as growing urgency in the search 
for solutions. The Nairobi Climate 
Change Conference is a significant 
opportunity to build on this 
understanding, and to take ever more 
aggressive measures to address the 
problem. We must all – individual 
citizens, private enterprise and policy 
makers alike – work to ensure that 
this strengthened resolve translates 
into real progress towards winning 
this battle n

Mark Malloch Brown is Deputy 
Secretary-General of the United 
Nations.
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