
A
s I sat down to read and review George Monbiot’s new
book Heat - How to Stop the Planet from Burning, the
TV news showed me images of British Prime Minister

Tony Blair telling the British (and the rest of us) that climate
change was the new threat to civilization. 

‘Where has he been for the last several years?’ I asked myself
—but of course we all know. His speech was obviously inspired
by the release of a new report by Sir Nicholas Stern, former
chief economist of the World Bank, which presented us with a
stark choice—either spend 1% of the global Gross National
Product for the next half century on reducing greenhouse gases,
or face a reduction of 20% of the world economy by 2050.

Certainly, then, Monbiot’s book is timely—in fact what I
received when I ordered it was a special ‘Canadian edition’
which, in its forward, attacks the Conservative government’s
position, calling Prime Minister Harper an ‘irresolute wimp,’
and accusing Environment Minister Rona Ambrose of
sabotaging future climate talks ‘as effectively as Bush and John
Howard have done…. If Ambrose gets her way, the Kyoto
Protocol could collapse as swiftly as the Larsen B ice shelf.’

‘This book,’ writes Monbiot, ‘has an overtly political
purpose. It aims to encourage people not only to change the
way they live but also to encourage their governments to make
such changes easier.’ It is, if you like, a sort of textbook for
Greenhouse Gases 101, and it’s concentrated stuff, pulling no
punches. The figures and examples are mostly British, but they
translate without much difficulty. 

Don’t be led astray by the fact that it’s only 277 pages—and
60 of those are references, notes, and index. Once you have
read it, you will realize that the solution to global climate
change is not as simple as merely allocating 1% of the GDP. You
will also want to lend it to others. But you’ll also want to keep it
for reference. You may need more than one copy.

Two Degrees
Monbiot starts out with an introduction, seductively entitled
‘The Failure of Good Intentions.’ He poses the basic dilemma—
how to reconcile the reductions in greenhouse gases with
continuing a modern industrial society. Then suddenly, he
starts hitting us with numbers. Two degrees of warming above
pre-industrial levels, he says, is the likely result by 2030 if
carbon dioxide levels remain as they are. Two degrees, he says,

is also the point beyond
which certain major
ecosystems begin
collapsing. ‘Beyond this
point . . . climate change
is out of our hands; it will
accelerate without our
help.’ 

To avoid this
threshold, this ‘tipping
point’, he says that the
rich nations must cut
their greenhouse gas
emissions by 90% by
2030. (That’s 90%; 94%
in Canada, the US, and
Australia.) The rest of the book is an attempt to show how this
can be done.

In setting this target, Monbiot demonstrates both the
insignificance and the value of Kyoto. Insignificant, because the
GHG reductions in the Kyoto protocol are clearly inadequate to
have much effect. Valuable, because achieving, or even trying to
achieve, these reductions would demonstrate wide political will.

Faust and Science
Faust, he says, would recognize the situation: a man who sold
his soul to the devil, in return for a life with miraculous powers.
An apt metaphor, says Monbiot; but today’s Faustian bargain is
beset with science. The book is thick with numbers, drawn from
a wide variety of sources, and, despite their contradictions and
uncertainties, carrying an undeniable authority. The research is
thorough, the writing authoritative, and at the same time lively.

But why have we been so slow to react?  Monbiot says, ‘The
effort to tackle climate change suffers from the problem of split
incentives: those who are least responsible for it are the most
likely to suffer its effects.’ But then he mounts a savage attack
on the ‘denial industry.’

‘A total absence of scientific knowledge,’ he says, ‘Is no
barrier to publication.’ He gives examples. He gives sources. He
traces the origins of misleading statements. He draws parallels
with the public relations efforts of the tobacco industry. It’s an
enjoyable chapter if it doesn’t make you too angry.
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Monbiot discusses at length the necessity that the impact of

meeting GHG reduction goals be fairly distributed and impact
freedom as little as possible. A rationing system, he says, in
which each individual could produce an equal amount of
carbon each year, would be fairest— say, in 2012, a total of 0.8
tonnes of carbon per person worldwide. Everything you used
would have both a money price and a carbon price… well, how
about something simpler. There are ideas here, principles, and
a realization that such schemes are never as simple as they
look, nor as fair as they look.

On to the detail. Monbiot devotes the next few chapters to
examining specific approaches to GHG reduction: in housing,
transportation, air transport (which he finds particularly
difficult), shopping and food distribution, and the cement
industry (as an example of industrial production). He also
devotes chapters to alternative and renewable energy sources,
and to the possibilities of distributed energy production. Each
of these topics is treated thoroughly, with figures, examination
of alternatives, and conclusions as to what would work and
what would not. His expectations for technology are
conservative. 

These sections are detailed, authoritative, and at times, as he
admits, discouraging. But they are also something of a
catalogue of the lifestyle changes, particularly in the rich
countries of the world, that would be necessary if his 90%
reduction target is to be met. While he sees little hope of

reducing the GHG results of air travel without massive
reductions in flying (and he explains the science behind his
conclusions), most of the other areas show promise.

His overall conclusion is yes, it could be done. It would
impose what he terms a form of austerity.

This austerity, he says, could be acceptable, particularly
considering the alternative. While he is optimistic that citizens
could achieve these goals, he is not so optimistic about
governments. He feels that while we would like governments to
try to reduce our GHG emissions, he also suspects that many of
us would like them to fail. In Britain, he suspects, government
policy amounts to nothing more than the continuous
production of reports and reviews. Governments would prefer,
he thinks, something to come along which would achieve the
results without their having to do the job. He compares carbon-
trading to the medieval sale of indulgences. How about some
sort of a magic bullet, like a worldwide recession caused by the
sudden impact of high energy prices from peak oil? No,
probably not.

These somewhat sobering conclusions are enlivened by
Monbiot’s wit and brevity, qualities that make this book
eminently readable and, given its timing, very important. If it
makes you think, fine. But Monbiot’s purpose is political action.
Send Rona Ambrose a copy.

Monbiot, George: ‘Heat: How to Stop the Planet From
Burning.’ 2006, Doubleday Canada. $29.95. 0
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