
‘Be it resolved that climate change is man’s defining crisis, and

demands a commensurate response.’

Any good debate requires a challenging resolution, and the

December 1 edition of the Munk debates brought a sellout

crowd to an 1,100 seat hall in Toronto, plus university

audiences in cities across Canada, and uncounted thousands

watching the webcast.

The debate had an all-star cast: Green Party of Canada

leader Elizabeth May and British provocateur George Monbiot

argued in favour of the resolution; Thatcher-era cabinet

minister Lord Nigel Lawson and Danish statistician Bjorn

Lomborg argued against. All four have authored books on the

subject.

Chair Rudyard Griffiths invited Lord Lawson to kick off the

debate. Lawson started by attacking the entire idea of global

warming, stating baldly that it hadn’t been happening since the

year 2000. Climate change, he said, was ‘the new secular

religion’ and dissent was not tolerated. Even climate scientists,

he went on, don’t believe that global warming was the ‘most

pressing issue facing humanity today’. He raised the question of

the leaked or hacked Climate Research Unit (CRU) emails, and

said that even Monbiot (who he termed a ‘man of integrity’)

had called for the resignation of Dr Jones, the head of the Unit.

Anyway, he said, inhabitants of developing countries would

be so much better off in a hundred years’ time, that they could

well afford to adapt to any change in average temperatures:

their standard of living would be eight and a half times that of

today, rather than nine and a half times if global warming were

halted.

For the developing world, he said, the priority should be the

fastest possible economic growth; this demanded access to the

cheapest energy, fossil fuels, and it would be immoral to deny

them that.  The resolution, he said, was  ‘profoundly immoral’.

Elizabeth May, speaking in support of the resolution,

reminded Lawson that it was his old boss, Margaret Thatcher,

who had identified the ‘unseen threat’ of global warming

nineteen years ago. It was a shame, she said, that we are still

debating this question in 2009. The real question is how, not if.

Humanity, she continued, was carrying out an unintended,

uncontrolled experiment, and had already changed the

chemistry of the atmosphere; climate change was observed

over decades, not just over a few years. Current science

projected greater effects than the 2007 IPCC projections.

But since 1992 (the date of the Kyoto Accord) political will

has failed. ‘We have run down the clock; this time we have to

act,’ she concluded.

Bjorn Lomborg, opposing the resolution, said that there

were worse problems than global warming, and that it was not

‘mankind’s defining crisis’. He complained about what he called

an ‘escalation of rhetoric’ and the development of a ‘for us or

against us’ attitude.

Climate change, he said, was ‘real’, but to limit warming to

2ºC would cost $40 trillion per year to avoid damage which he

estimated at $3 trillion. There were better things to spend the

money on, like nutrition, schooling girls, etc. He looked for

‘smart’ solutions to global warming, because there were other

challenges to be faced.

Last up was George Monbiot, supporting the resolution.

‘How lucky do you feel?’ he asked. He attacked Lawson and

Lomborg for anticipating a ‘better than best case scenario’. He

noted that 8 of the 10 warmest years ever recorded had

occurred since 2001. He quoted Lord Stern, whose

investigation had concluded that the cost of preventing global

warming would be 1% of world GDP, but the cost to living with

global warming would be 5—20% of GDP. The rich world, he

said, would adapt; the poor world cannot, he said, citing his

experience in the horn of Africa.

On to the debate, which was fairly chaotic. Elizabeth May

wanted to know who paid the hackers at the CRU? Monbiot

repeated that the Stern report did not envision an extreme

scenario, as Lawson claimed; but Lomborg insisted that Stern

was extreme. 

Chair Griffiths asked Ms May how she responded to

Lomborg’s suggestion that money should be spent on other

priorities. She replied that $4 trillion had just been ‘wasted’ on

alleviating the financial crisis, but the climate crisis was making

HIV/AIDS worse every day. Monbiot agreed: the climate crisis

‘was making everything worse.’ He anticipated that, if oil

supplies do not ‘peak’, the transfer of wealth to oil nations

would be $30 trillion from 2009 to 2030.

Lawson remarked that in 1981 ‘we were told we had only 40

years of oil left.’ Today, he continued, we have new oil fields and

shale gas. He anticipated that global agreement toi cut back

greenhouse gases was not attainable.
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Griffiths, moving the debate along, noted that China’s

‘intensity’ cuts would result in doubling their GHG emissions

by 2030. Lomborg noted that ‘intensity’ cuts were quite

different from actually reducing emissions.

Ms May said she was not against technology, but unless

there was a price on carbon, technology won’t be developed or

adopted. In Canada, she said, we waste more energy than we

use.

Monbiot noted that with 3ºC of warming, there would be a

net world decrease in food production. This was why, he said,

that preventing global warming was a moral choice. Lomborg

suggested that for every life saved through preventing global

warming, 5,000 could be saved through spending on global

infrastructure. Lawson repeated that ‘economic development’ is

the only thing that gets people out of poverty. Monbiot accused

him of raising false choices.

Ms May returned to the science; the growth in GHG

triggered feedback loops: for example, a ‘pulse’ of carbon from

rotting wood where the mountain pine beetle had killed the

forest. She emphasized once more that the ‘window for action’

is closing.

Wrapping up the debate, each participant had four minutes,

Monbiot first. ‘If you don’t deal with global warming, you can

forget the rest,’ he said. Lomborg favoured economic

development as well as preventing global warming; therefore,

climate change is not the defining crisis. Ms May,

metaphorically advocated leaving the burning theatre ‘while

you can still see the exit sign through the smoke.’ Finally,

Lawson conceded that there was a ‘gap’ between the rhetoric of

politicians and reality, and that the gap ‘has never been larger’.

He expected that China and India would not go along with

GHG reductions, and he doubted the electorate in richer

countries would either.

The results? Prior to the debate, the Toronto audience

supported the resolution 61/39%; following the debate, that

lead had dwindled to 56/44%. Audiences in universities across

Canada, however, were reported to have shifted towards

support of the resolution. 0
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