
As things presently stand, we are well along the road towards the tipping point 
where the consequences of runaway climate change will be unimaginable and 
probably irreversible.

COP26 has been widely described as the “last chance saloon”, where the 
world’s leaders have a chance to put aside bickering and consciously work 
together to find solutions. The Paris Agreement from COP21 in 2015 created an 
international treaty that set the target of limiting global warming to well below 
2°C, and preferably no more than a rise of 1.5°C compared with pre-industrial 
times. We have already hit 1.1°C, so there remains very little margin for error.

Under the terms of the Paris Agreement, countries were obliged to submit 
progressively more ambitious Nationally Determined Contributions, NDCs, 
every five years. More than half the countries failed to submit their revised 
NDCs by, as required, 2020. Even as late as mid-October this year, some 
49 out of 192 countries were reported as having failed to submit their new 
plans. Worse still, of the plans submitted, Climate Action Tracker (CAT) noted 
that Australia, Brazil, Indonesia Mexico, New Zealand, Russia, Singapore, 
Switzerland, and Viet Nam have submitted the same or even less ambitious 
2030 targets than they had put forward in 2015!

There remains a huge gap between the published NDCs and the 1.5°C target.  
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On present trends the UNFCCC has projected a global temperature rise of 2.7°C 
by the end of this century.  However, if the G20 nations delivered more stringent 
1.5°C-aligned targets for 2030 and net-zero by 2050, it has been suggested that 
the global rise could be limited to 1.7°C by 2100.  Incredibly, most of the world’s 
wealthiest nations are making what CAT’s ratings system charitably describes as 
“insufficient” plans to meet the Paris objectives, and only one, The Gambia, not a 
wealthy nation, meets 1.5°C compatibility.  

It is significant that many of the more ambitious NDCs have been proposed by 
poorer and less developed countries.

With the certain knowledge that indecision or insufficient action will lead to run-
away climate change, governments need mass pressure put upon them to fill the 
NDC target gap and develop policies that will lead to rapid decarbonisation.  Having 
borrowed and spent their way through the COVID pandemic, western governments 
have demonstrated that resources can be rapidly mobilised in an emergency, if the 
political will can be summoned.

Much of the early momentum for action on climate change was lost through 
political nervousness and inaction because of pressure by the fossil fuels and other 
industrial sectors. In this, they were aided and abetted by the deceit of fake research 
institutes funded by wealthy and self-serving interest groups.

In the late 2000s, there were systematic attempts to destroy the reputation and 
credi bility of climate scientists. The criminals behind the “Climategate” hacking 
and theft of emails and research data from the Climatic Research Unit (CRU) of 
East Anglia University appear to have been part of a carefully constructed plan to 
discredit its work. In late 2009, just a few weeks before the Copenhagen summit, 
thousands of CRU’s hacked emails were dumped on a Russian server and promptly 
picked up by climate-sceptic websites. The emails, some clumsily or naively worded, 
had been selectively quoted to falsely imply data manipulation and scientific mis-
conduct by CRU scientists. This was a very sophisticated disinformation operation 
designed to make use of “denier” lobbyists and their sympathetic journalists and 
politicians. The matter was become the subject of a police investigation given 
Category “A” crime status; however, no charges were ever laid. 
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A further 39,000 pages of CRU emails from the same period appeared on a 
Russian server a week prior to the 2011 Durban climate summit. This gave the 
“denier” lobbyists a second chance to smear the work of climate scientists and to 
undermine global action on climate. The police investigation was dropped in 2012 
and it was never established who was behind the hack.

It is widely believed that the “Climategate” conspiracy was largely responsible for 
the failure of the 2009 Copenhagen COP15 and perhaps five to ten years of delay 
in acting against climate change. Importantly, the CRU method and their “hockey 
stick” graph were validated by subsequent independent studies.  

The surge in natural disasters over the last 50 years has disproportionately 
impacted poorer countries, but climate change is increasingly affecting Europe 
and North America with crippling heatwaves, drought, and forest fires, as well as 
extreme rainfall and flooding. There is no longer any reason or excuse for inaction.

The costs of inaction can be measured in many ways. According to the WMO, 
there were more than 11,000 reported disasters attributed to extreme weather 
events globally between 1970 and 2019, with just over 2 million deaths and 
US$ 3.64 trillion in losses. While the death toll has been greatest in poorer 
countries, economic losses have been greatest in the world’s richest country, the 
United States. Three of the costliest occurred in 2017: Hurricanes Harvey (US$ 
96.9 billion), Maria (US$ 69.4 billion) and Irma (US$ 58.2 billion). These three 
hurricanes alone accounted for 35% of the total economic losses of the top 10 
disasters around the world from 1970 to 2019.

Extreme weather events will negatively impact biodiversity, food production 
and land use, already a cause of violent clashes and regional wars overlaid with 
vicious ethnic and/or religious hostilities, as in the multidimensional conflicts of 
the Sahel. Put together, these become the drivers for appalling human misery and 
refugee migration.

In the wealthy countries, aside from extreme heat, droughts, wildfires, floods and 
financial costs, the greatest cost of failure may actually be the loss of confidence 
in government and democratic institutions. There is already a clear generational 
gap between the better off “do-nothings”, the NIMBYs and climate change 
deniers, and, on the other hand, the “millennials” who will, with their children and 
grandchildren, suffer the consequences of inaction. A real domestic risk faced 
by policymakers in the wealthy countries is the breakdown of tolerance and civic 
norms. Direct action by movements like Extinction Rebellion may well be just the 
tip of a very angry iceberg. Protests during the first few days of COP 26 would 
seem to bear this out. If politicians truly value democratic institutions and civil 
society, then they really must pull out all the stops in the battle against climate 
change.

Governments do not have an easy task ahead of them: they must prioritise clear 
public policy signals by establishing targets, determining how they might be 
achieved, setting the mileposts, and creating the necessary physical and financial 
infrastructure to make it all possible. Every government activity needs to be 
scored against 1.5°C compliance, and more effort must be put into multilateral 
cooperation, not least by the wealthy countries providing greater financial and 
technical support for poorer developing countries.  
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Politicians can and must set the policy environment for industrial sectors and 
corporates, providing legal frameworks and incentives where appropriate.  
However, the huge transition issues can ultimately only be addressed by public 
policy frameworks that allow and encourage the mobilisation of private sector 
capital.

Here, there are actually some encouraging signs of progress. Institutional 
investor members of the Climate Action 100+ initiative (www.climateaction100.
org) are already taking global action to hold the world’s major emitters to 
account, by insisting that companies improve climate change governance, 
cut emissions, and strengthen climate-related financial disclosures. Much of 
the world’s clean technology, wind and solar PV farms and the like, has been 
financed by investment from venture capitalists, pension funds and other 
institutional investors. That has had a measurable difference but is still only 
scratching the surface: in reality, achieving Net Zero emissions means scaling 
up investment by a factor of several times. 

And it’s not just institutional investors. For all its well-publicised shortcomings, 
retail investing has seen a recent boom in the US, thanks to such “democratis-
ing”, low-cost innovations as the Robinhood financial services platform, which 
has attracted huge support. Much of this investment has come from millennials, 
the very demographic whose families will face the greatest challenges of climate 
change. Changes that allow greater access to ordinary concerned citizens who 
wish to put some of their disposable income into investing in solutions must 
surely be welcomed. It is not a coincidence that this happens to be the central 
mission of Invest Green.

So much needs to be done, but institutional and retail investors cannot scale up 
to the challenge without intergovernmental support and clear policy objectives.  
That takes political will, a commodity which seems to be in short supply. Setting 
a realistic price for carbon emissions, getting agreement from rich countries to 
contribute the promised resources to poorer countries’ efforts in tackling climate 
change, regulating and limiting methane emissions and indeed the overall output 
of the oil and gas sectors: all of these will take political will.

Failure to take effective action will have horrendous consequences for the 
planet, its habitat, its animals, and its people. It’s high time for both govern ments 
and investors to step up. And it all starts with the recognition that tackling 
climate change can also be an opportunity as well as a burden.
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