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Global climate change 
conference opens to high hopes

London

“T
he hope of all hu-
manity rests on your 
shoulders,” French 
President François 
Hollande told nearly 

150 heads of state at the opening 
session of the UN climate change 
conference in Paris.

Leaders from across the world 
gathered November 30th in the 
French capital to take part in the 
21st Conference of the Parties — 
dubbed COP21 — which is seeking 
to reach a binding deal to reduce 
global carbon emissions.

“Our greatest challenge is to 
go from a globalisation based on 
competition to a model based on 
cooperation, where it will be more 
profitable to protect rather than de-
stroy,” Hollande said.

“Here in Paris we will decide on 

the very future of the planet.”
One day earlier, more than 

570,000 people had taken to the 
streets in capitals around the 
world, calling on global leaders to 
reach a stronger agreement to deal 
with climate change at the two-
week international summit, which 
will bring together about 40,000 
delegates from nearly 200 coun-
tries.

Security was on high across Par-
is, which is recovering from the 
ISIS terrorist attacks of November 
13th. A reported 2,800 police and 
gendarmes were deployed around 
the COP21 venue on the northern 
outskirts of Paris. According to 
France’s Interior Ministry, 120,000 
security officers have been mobi-
lised across the country during the 
summit.

During the opening session, 
world leaders were given the op-
portunity to briefly address del-
egates, with various presidents, 
prime ministers and heads of state 
confirming their commitment to 
reach a global deal over the next 
two weeks.

“The presence of so many world 
leaders in Paris… is the clearest 
sign yet that we’re on the verge of 
an unprecedented breakthrough 
in the global climate effort,” head 
of the US-based Center for Climate 
and Energy Solutions Bob Per-
ciasepe told the Guardian.

The delegates are seeking to 
reach a global deal on cutting car-
bon emissions beyond 2020, in ad-
dition to agreeing on financing to 
support poorer countries cope with 
the challenges of climate change.

Any deal would replace the Kyo-
to protocol, the only legally bind-
ing international climate treaty, but 
which only covers the European 

Union, Australia and a handful of 
other countries and which runs out 
in 2020. The Copenhagen accord, 
which went into effect at the 2009 
Conference of the Parties, is a non-
binding declaration that covers 
voluntary carbon emission cuts. It 
also expires in 2020.

The leaders of the world’s two 
largest carbon emitters — the Unit-
ed States and China 
— pledged to 
work with 
the inter-
national 
commu-
nity to 
secure 
a deal, 
raising 
hopes that 
a serious 
and binding 
agreement can be 
reached.

“I’ve come here personally, as 
the leader of the world’s largest 
economy and the second-largest 
emitter, to say that the United 
States of America not only recog-
nises our role in creating this prob-
lem, we embrace our responsibility 
to do something about it,” US Presi-
dent Barack Obama said.

Chinese President Xi Jinping also 
backed efforts to reach a binding 
agreement on cutting carbon emis-
sions, describing the conference as 
a “new starting point”. Beijing was 
criticised for blocking a binding 
deal at the Copenhagen summit in 
2009.

But Xi also warned that tackling 
climate change must not come at 
the expense of national develop-
ment. “Countries should be al-
lowed to seek their own solutions, 
according to their national inter-
ests,” he said.

Ahead of the conference, more 
than 182 countries — representing 
99% of global carbon emissions — 
submitted pledges to the United 
Nations but analysts warn that the 
pledges will fail to meet the stated 

goal 
of lim-
iting 
global 
warm-
ing to 
no 

more than 2 degrees Celsius over 
pre-industrial levels by the end of 
the century.

According to forecasts global 
temperatures will rise by 3 degrees 
based on the pledges, with this ris-
ing a further 4-6 degrees if carbon 
emissions remain at current levels, 
with delegates expected to seek a 
compromise during COP21.

However, more than 100 poorer 
countries, including dozens of 
small-island states that face ma-
jor repercussions from climate 
change, have called for a tougher 
goal of 1.5 degrees be enforced.

The 2009 UN climate conference 
saw a pledge from rich countries 
to provide more than $100 bil-
lion a year in financial support for 
poorer countries develop technol-
ogy and build infrastructure to cut 
emissions. COP21 is also to discuss 
where the money will come from 
and how it will be distributed.

“All the leaders have come to 
Paris and are here together in one 
place at the same time with one 
purpose. We have never faced such 
a test — a political momentum like 
this may not come again. But nei-
ther have we encountered such a 
great opportunity. You have the 
power to secure the well-being of 
this and succeeding generations,” 
UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon 
said at the opening ceremony.

“Paris must mark a decisive turn-
ing point. We need the world to 
know that we are headed to a low-
emissions, climate-resilient future 
and that there is no going back.”
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A woman walks past the COP21 logo during the world climate change 
conference 2015 (COP21), near Paris, France, on December 1st.

“Here in Paris we 
will decide on the 
very future of the 
planet.”

Residents 
walk on sand 
dunes in the 
Libyan desert 
oasis town of 
Ghadames.

What do Syria, Yemen, Libya have in common?

W 

orld leaders 
gathered in Paris 
to address 
climate change 
under the 
shadow of recent 

attacks by the Islamic State (ISIS). 
Yet, as they think about climate 
issues, they should remember that 
the connection between climate 
change and ISIS — and more 
broadly, between climate change 
and political instability — is not 
just a coincidence. It may be the 
key reality of the 21st century.

The rise of ISIS was a direct result 
of the failure of the Syrian regime, 
as it was beset by urban uprisings 
in 2011. Yet those uprisings did not 
come out of nowhere and were 
not merely inspired by protests in 
Tunisia, Libya and Egypt. Syria was 
an increasingly prosperous country 
in the 1990s with its various ethnic 
and religious groups working to-
gether in cities.

Yet from 2006 through 2009, 
Syria was crippled by its worst 
drought in modern history. A 
recent article in Proceedings of 
the National Academy of Sciences 
showed that the drought was not 
natural. Rather, hotter tempera-

tures and the weakening of winds 
that bring moisture from the 

Mediterranean were likely the 
region’s reflection of rising 

greenhouse gas emissions, accord-
ing to computer simulations.

Combined with poor water man-
agement and government neglect 
of farm conditions, the drought 
caused a collapse of farming in 
north-eastern Syria. Three-quarters 
of Syria’s’s farmers suffered total 
crop failure and 80% of livestock 
died. About 1.5 million farming 
families migrated to cities to look 
for work and food, joining millions 
of refugees from the Palestinian ter-
ritories and Iraq.

The added burden the refugees 
placed on Syria’s cities and the dis-
tress of the farmers who lost their 
lands due to the drought helped 
spread rebellion against the Assad 
regime.

To be sure, climate change is nev-
er the single most important cause 
of conflict; it is what academics call 
a “structural threat”. Governments 
that can respond to such threats 
— because they have popular and 
elite support, have resources to 
respond to challenges, are willing to 
deploy those resources to distrib-
ute food and aid to the needy, and 
have diversified economies that can 
produce jobs — are not going to be 
shaken because of climate change.

Today, the world is seeing an epi-
demic of failed states: Libya, Syria, 
Iraq, Yemen, Afghanistan, Nigeria, 
the Central African Republic, So-
malia and Mali have all lost control 
of parts of their territory. In every 
case, the weakening of state author-
ity has created space for militants, 
and particularly for ISIS, to recruit 
followers and conduct operations. 
The conflicts have sent massive 
waves of refugees to Europe, which 

is unprepared to handle them.
Think now of a world in which 

the population under age 24 
in Africa has increased by 500 
million people and the populations 
of Syria, Afghanistan, Iraq, the 
Palestinian territories and Yemen 
have increased by more than 100 
million people. That is the United 
Nations’ projection for 2050. Add 
a combination of severe droughts, 
devastating floods, crop failures 
and massive migrations that 
create collisions and heightened 
competition among ethnic and 
religious groups struggling for land, 
resources and incomes.

Then think of how the 
governments of these 
regions could and 
would respond to 
such crises and 
whether Europe 
and other safe 
havens could 
absorb even a 
tiny fraction 
of the result-
ing refugees.

If such a 
world exists 
one day, the 
crisis in Syria 
and the actions 
of ISIS terrorists 
may be multiplied 
many fold.

World leaders in Paris 
should therefore focus on their 
opportunity to remove one of the 
key drivers of potential state break-
downs and terrorism in the future, 
by adopting vigorous measures to 
halt global warming.

To accommodate necessary 

growth in energy use in Africa, 
vital to making the countries of 
Africa more resilient and better 
able to provide jobs and security 
to their growing populations, the 
world must move quickly on two 
fronts. The major emitters must 
find ways to quickly reduce their 
carbon output. And they must 
develop low-carbon pathways for 
economic growth so the rest of 
the world can develop without 
creating new structural threats for 
political crises.

These goals can be met. If the 
United States, Europe and China 
reduced their carbon emissions by 
20%, developing countries could 
increase their carbon emissions 

by almost one-third without 
an increase in world carbon 

output.
That should be the goal 

for the next ten years.
Terrorism thrives 

among weak and failed 
states and among 
displaced people. If 
we are to reduce both 
in the future, we need 
to make sure that our 

climate does not further 
deteriorate.
If we fail to prevent con-

tinued climate change, the 
rise in political temperature 

may far outstrip the warming of 
the weather outside.

Jack Goldstone is an expert on 
revolutions at the Woodrow 
Wilson Center and George Mason 
University and a global fellow at 
PS21. This article was distributed 
by Reuters.
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View point
 In every 
case, the 
weakening 
of state 
authority 
has created 
space for 
militants, 
and 
particularly 
for ISIS.

Terrorism thrives among 
weak and failed states and 
among displaced people.

Climate change and 
its consequences

IN MIDDLE EAST, NORTH AFRICA
The delegates are 
seeking to reach a 
global deal on 
cutting carbon 
emissions beyond 
2020.


