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BALI - FOR a climate-change rookie who not so long ago associated the phenomenon with the changing of the seasons, the United Nations' ongoing 'Save the Planet' talk-fest in Bali presents a range of significant challenges.

The first, of course, is that this is Bali after all, where hitting the beach is a lot more attractive proposition than having to think about the end of the world.

I can only assume Myanmar wasn't chosen as the venue this year because its new capital doesn't have broadband.

Secondly, it isn't easy keeping track of conversations riddled with 'key' words such as 'adaption' and 'mitigation' and trying to make sense of strange terminology like Redd - Indonesia's favourite new acronym which means Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Degradation.

Sorry, there's also Reddi, which threw me for a minute until I found out it is the Indonesian version of Redd and includes things outside the proposed global framework - such as peatlands, which Brazil does not have, but which add a lot to Indonesia's carbon breath.

Some of my colleagues are clearly happy they have been big-footed by their home office by specialist writers who apparently do have a good grasp of what they're writing about and are on board with Mr Al Gore and everyone else at the summit about the looming threat to Earth.

But after being scared in the 1960s by scientists claiming we were returning to the Ice Age, I would like the debate broadened to see if there is any link between meteorology and tectonics.

Hasn't anyone noticed how many earthquakes and volcanic eruptions Indonesia has been hit with these past few years? As far as I'm concerned, the 5.9-magnitude quake which rocked Bali a few days ago - the first big one in quite a while - couldn't have come at a better time.

Don't get me wrong. I do believe there is something bad going on with the weather and that we owe it to future generations to pay attention - or New Zealand and Singapore are going to be fending off Australian boat people escaping their desert homeland.

It goes without saying that with the exception of a handful of US President George W. Bush's people who make up the 55-strong American delegation here, the worsening effects of climate change seemed to be beyond debate in Bali - at least during the first four days.

Mr Yvo de Boer, the executive secretary of the UN Convention on Climate Change, said so in his opening statement. So did Indonesian Environment Minister Rachmat Witoelar. And Australia earned a pat on the back by announcing it will finally ratify the Kyoto Protocol.

Yet lo and behold, just when it appeared the Seventh Cavalry had secured the fort, along came the Indians to shoot holes in Mr Gore's film An Inconvenient Truth and, by extension, the whole climate change concept.

The invading tribe of naysayers questioned a UN panel's sea level data, poured scorn on carbon trading as an invitation to the Mafia, and generally sought to spoil the party.

Talk about incongruities. Non-governmental organisations (NGOs) trying to save the orang-utans or what is left of Indonesia's rain forests find themselves in exhibition booths alongside timber, plywood and pulp-and-paper companies, all competing to proclaim how clean and green they are.

There are 338 NGOs registered for the summit, ranging from the Arctic Athabaskan Council to the Centre for Clean Air Policy, Earthjustice, the Global Legislators Organisation for a Balanced Environment, the Green Club, the Global Village Energy Partnership and so on.

I decided not to go to The Climate Action Network's Fossil of the Day Award - just in case they added older humans to the attraction. But I felt a lot better when I noticed that spiritual activist Anand Krishna was distributing a brochure on Ancient Lessons To Help Us Fight Climate Change. Oh yes, everyone is in on the act.

In the end, information overload simply takes hold. Trying to get a simple explanation about something becomes so entangled in statistics and jargon that those of us who are more at home writing about politics and other stuff find ourselves lost in the jungle without a machete - or a chainsaw.

At the main event, notable for the usual UN-ese and documents, most delegates clung to their ridiculous suits despite being told they could dispense with them - at least until the bigwigs arrive this week and all the talk about reducing air-conditioning goes out the window.

Which brings me to the other issue I have a problem getting my arms around. If this is a conference about reducing the world's carbon footprint, just how many trees have been lost to the piles and piles of reports, agendas, press statements, brochures and flyers that have had tables groaning at meetings and exhibits?

And what about all the folks arriving on carbon-spewing private jets? Sure, it's an obvious cheap shot. But if Tempo Interaktif is right, all 15 parking places at Bali's airport for such craft have been reserved and other jets are being forced to park in far-flung places such as Surabaya and Jogjakarta.

Mr Witoelar tried to salve all our consciences by announcing that the Indonesian government is offsetting the 50,000 tonnes of carbon dioxide equivalent the conference is expected to generate by planting what I think he said was 4,500ha of new trees.

But that didn't convince foreign journalists and NGOs, whose dress sense was at least in keeping with the steam bath we all found ourselves in - even if in one case bright red cargo pants and a batik shirt were a bit of a stretch.

Indonesian officials had more than a few sceptical questioners asking them about the country's poor conservation record and why the world should now be paying to have them not cut down the rest of their forests. To them, it all sounded a bit too much like blackmail.

Mr Emil Salim, the sprightly 78-year-old leader of the Indonesian team and a former environment minister himself, stopped briefly to marvel at the fact that Bali saves 21,000 tonnes of carbon dioxide on Nyepi, the day of silence when nothing moves on the Hindu-dominated island.

'Wouldn't it be wonderful if we could have Nyepi Day around the world,' he said enthusiastically.

I suggested to him he was dreaming, then instantly regretted it.

Dreaming isn't such a bad thing, I suppose, when the future of mankind is at stake.
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