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Global green effort must also allow for countries' specific circumstances

ADDRESSING over a hundred heads of states and senior politicians at the United Nations high-level conference on climate change yesterday, Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong said that a post-2012 framework for carbon reductions must not jeopardise economic growth and must take into account the specific circumstances of individual countries.

The problem of climate change has a long lead time, but so do any countermeasures; in the meantime, governments must deal with other 'vital priorities', such as fighting diseases and malnutrition, or improving the lives of their people, Mr Lee said.

'Poverty is not a solution to global warming', and the reality that countries need to grow to support other priorities will not go away, despite best efforts to go green, he said.

But if mitigating actions are to preserve economic growth, they cannot undermine globalisation and the international division of labour, he added.

Manufacturing-intensive countries, or transport hubs, will naturally have a larger carbon footprint, and it would be counterproductive to penalise them, as the activities would then shift to other countries less well suited. 'We would have paid an economic price without reaping any environmental benefits.'

Singapore has a vested interest in this as manufacturing, port and airport services are all important to the economy, but other countries have similar interests, Mr Lee said.

Further, small states, especially developing ones, face the severest constraints in terms of energy sources, he said.

While some countries are 'endowed with abundant clean energy resources like wind, hydro or geothermal power', others have no alternative to fossil fuels. Small states are vulnerable to external shocks and are 'often heavily depending on imported fossil fuels and cannot easily diversify their energy sources', said Mr Lee. Even nuclear power is infeasible for 'lack of safety distance'.

Mr Lee said that the framework must have the commitment and participation of all countries, rich and poor.

He went on to describe five approaches to addressing climate change. At the national level, it is 'necessary to set overall targets to reduce emissions'. 'Countries need to agree to this objective, negotiate a deal and put in place policies', though this will raise complex questions, such as how to share the costs, and whether cuts should be targeted at a national, industry or even consumer level.

Second, pragmatic and cost-effective measures should be pursued, such as better public transport, or proper pricing of energy to avoid subsidising over-consumption of fossil fuels.

Third, countries must protect the world's carbon sinks, in particular the deforested peatlands destroyed by slash-and-burn practices and large scale burning. Singapore supports the idea of reducing emissions from deforestation and forest degradation (REDD) proposed by Indonesia, and regional initiatives like the Heart of Borneo project, which covers 220,000 square kilometres of forests in Brunei, Indonesia and Malaysia. It is also working bilaterally with Indonesia to develop sustainable land-clearing practices, he told the conference.

A fourth action is to pursue R&D, as climate change is a 'dynamic problem' that needs 'not just a one-time, complete solution', but 'an evolving, creative response'. This could include carbon storage, solar power, safe nuclear, or other low carbon power sources. People must also 'find ways to embed such technologies into everyday life', through, say, efficient engines or buildings.

Climate change will take place despite human beings' best efforts, said Mr Lee. 'We can, at best, slow down the build-up of greenhouse gases over the next decades, but we cannot reverse global warming and restore conditions to the pre-industrial age.'

Therefore, a fifth step must be to adapt societies to living in warmer conditions. 'The sooner we start doing this, the more affordable the task,' he said.

The prime minister also met separately with Australian Prime Minister Kevin Rudd and Indonesian President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono yesterday. Today, he meets Papua New Guinea Prime Minister Michael Somare and attends a leader's retreat hosted by Dr Yudhoyono.

Mr Rudd, who was lengthily cheered by delegates, said at the high-level conference that unilateral action from any country is insufficient, and urged all developed countries to commit to emissions targets. In a clear reference to the US, he said that a solution would 'need all developed nations, all developed nations, both those in and out of the Kyoto Protocol'.

Dr Yudhoyono urged delegates to reward developing countries for saving their forests, calling them 'our only option for carbon savings'. Indonesia has increased its national budget for forestry by over nine-fold in the last four years, he said.

