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Making climate change your personal business
On September 10 the Hong Kong government released a public consultation paper on an extremely important topic. It is about something that may affect your health and your supplies of food, water and energy. It could have a major impact on the sort of buildings we all live and work in. It could damage business, including my own industry, insurance. Yet the consultation document received virtually no press coverage.
The topic is Hong Kong’s climate change strategy. Worldwide, communities are seeking ways to reduce their carbon footprint. The consultation exercise is aimed at finding the public’s views on the adoption of targets in Hong Kong to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and on ways of meeting those targets.
The lack of media coverage suggests that people are not interested. It is true that Hong Kong is responsible for only a small part of the world’s emissions – 0.14 per cent of global carbon dioxide emissions in 2007. But that’s not a reason to ignore the problem. This city makes much of its wealth from the manufacturing and shipping activities that take place outside our own boundaries. We have no right to pretend that we do not play a role in – and profit from – the economic activities that create carbon emissions in other people’s cities.
Furthermore, we would be hugely mistaken if we thought of it as a problem that only hurts other people. Global warming changes climate; it can push up the price of your food. If it leads to disasters like floods, it can push up the price of insurance premiums. The consultation document lists the dangers and makes it clear that Hong Kong is not protected from any of this.
The public consultation paper outlines a range of possible measures the community can take to cut carbon intensity (emissions per unit of gross domestic product) by over 50 per cent by 2020, compared to 2005. These measures are based on our current pattern of greenhouse gas emissions. Electricity generation alone accounts for 67 per cent of our total emissions, and 90 per cent of that power is used by buildings. So in theory we could slash our emissions by moving away from coal to gas or nuclear fuel for power.
However, few of us are really qualified to discuss the technical and economic pros and cons of different methods of power generation. Most of us probably have two questions: is it safe, and how much will it cost me?
For this reason, the best way to approach this public consultation is as a resident and consumer, and to consider what you are, or are not, willing to do in order to reduce your family’s carbon footprint. It could mean using more efficient light bulbs and appliances; or putting emissions taxes on vehicle fuel or air travel.
I think most people will only change their behaviour in response to some sort of pain. That probably means financial penalties, but it could mean other sorts of distress, such as the threat of bad publicity.
My company recently conducted a carbon audit to see how big our footprint-per-employee was. We didn’t do too badly, but there are some areas where we could certainly do better.
For some companies, that information could be quite embarrassing. In Australia, companies must by law report their annual emissions levels along with the usual financial data. That would give companies an incentive to take their footprints seriously.
Climate change is a real threat, and it is likely to hit you in the pocket or elsewhere at some time in the future. When that does happen, are people going to complain? Are they going to say they weren’t warned? Will they claim that no one ever asked them what they thought? This is why we should pay attention to this consultation.
