
Why carbon dioxide emissions trading is not only futile but immoral

Advice to the select committee on the NZ Emissions Trading Scheme


The current global food crisis is an example of well-intentioned environmental policy going sadly wrong.

The disastrous results of the idea of putting corn in your petrol tank have included an increase in grocery bills of almost 20% in Britain; and, in third world countries, food riots, starvation and an accelerated cutting down of native rainforests.

These results were, of course, unintended, but they most certainly were not unanticipated. It’s simply that those who predicted the negative effects of the biodiesel craze were not listened to, their voices lost against the clamour of shrill environmental hysteria.

A famous earlier example of this was the world ban on DDT use because of false environmental scaremongering. Though recently lifted by the UN, this ban resulted in at least tens of millions of unnecessary deaths in underdeveloped countries.

Why are these examples relevant to the Emissions Trading Scheme bill, now before a parliamentary select committee in Wellington?

It is because they epitomize exactly the pitfalls of listening to the siren song of a third ecoevangelist scare, that of dangerous human caused global warming by carbon dioxide emissions. Let us not repeat again the mistake of implementing costly and ineffectual policy options which can be guaranteed to have severe negative effects downstream.

The independent science and political morality that relate to human-caused global warming is quite clear, and can be summarised in five brief points.

First, climate has always changed and always will. No-one knows this better than New Zealand scientists, for the country has a superb and well understood record of ancient climate change.

Second, all scientists agree that humans have an effect on local climate. But despite the expenditure of over US$50 billion looking for it since 1990, no summed human effect on global temperature has ever been identified or measured. Therefore, it must lie buried in the variability and noise of the natural climate system.

Third, cutting carbon dioxide emissions, be it in NZ or worldwide, will result in no measurable change in future climate. This is because further growth in atmospheric carbon dioxide above present levels will produce diminishing amounts of warming for each unit of increase; in total, only a few tenths of a degree of extra primary warming will be caused by the completion of a doubling from the assumed pre-industrial level.

Fourth, the economic and social effects of schemes like biofuel subsidy and emissions trading will be devastatingly costly, and regressive. That is, they will hurt most the underprivileged in all societies. They are therefore immoral.

Fifth, and last, because we are far from understanding all the climatic feedback loops concerned, cutting carbon dioxide emissions is as likely to "harm" as to "help" future climate. Therefore, application of the principles of "do no harm" and "precaution" imply that the correct climate policy is one of monitoring climate change as it happens, and then adapting to any deleterious trends that emerge.

New Zealand already possesses a much envied, world-best-practice scheme for monitoring and warming of natural disasters such as earthquakes and volcanic eruptions. It is called GeoNet and is administered by the expert staff of the Geological and Nuclear Sciences (GNS) CRI. 

Climate change, being a similarly unpredictable and unpreventable natural hazard, should simply be added to the GeoNet geohazards scheme, and to GNS' responsibilities. Consideration could also be given to providing top-up funding to the Earthquake Commission in preparation for its dispensation during a future adverse climatic event. 

Even were generous funding to be provided towards both these ends, the net cost would be orders of magnitude less than will be engendered by the fundamentally misconceived emissions trading scheme. To boot, contingent damage to the economy, the standard of living and the world food supply would be avoided.

Attempting to "stop climate change", or, in the present state of our knowledge and technology, even to modify it, is an arcadian fantasy. Thereby, squandering money on an emissions trading scheme is both irresponsible and immoral.
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Bob Carter, an environmental scientist and geologist from James Cook University, Queensland, recently gave this evidence by videolink to the select committee considering the ETS bill. His website is at: http://members.iinet.net.au/~glrmc/new_page_1.htm
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