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Critics slam the final agreement as weak, but the talks did deal with some key issues

WHEN the dust - haze, more appropriately - finally settles on the recently concluded Bali climate change talks, the sober assessment will be that a weak agreement is better than none.

To use the bureaucrat's catchword, there were 'deliverables' - an agenda, and negotiations with an end-date, effectively laying down a two-year road map to a new climate treaty.

Sure, the final days of the 13-day conference in Bali had movie-like cliffhanger moments, as when the United States seemed to throw a spanner in the works.

But it made a dramatic turnaround and agreed to join the consensus, to the relief of many.

Earlier, former American vice-president Al Gore, who won the Nobel Peace Prize for his work on climate change, had declared over the microphones pushed in his direction: 'My country has been responsible for obstructing the process here in Bali.'

Canada, Japan, Australia and the US found themselves pitted against not just the developing countries, but also the European Union and its demand for urgent action against climate change.

But, verbal fireworks aside, the United Nations-backed talks earlier this month did stay on course. The 'Bali Action Plan', the agreement reached by all 190 countries there, including mega-polluter America, launched negotiations for a 2009 global climate change pact.

It had not become 'Emission Impossible' - as coined by one journal - simply because the assembled delegates agreed not to disagree on the need to save the planet, and to move forward.

Critics maintained that the US got its way: No one has actually committed to anything at all in Bali. The final action plan is void of any hard figures guiding the kinds of emission cuts needed, and even the Nobel Peace Prize-winning science behind climate change was relegated to a footnote.

But then, the action plan was not Bali's only aim.

Bali actually did address some shortfalls in the Kyoto Protocol, the current global treaty which compels 36 developed countries to cut their emissions by 5 per cent below 1990 levels by 2012.

The impact of Bali's deliverables may be felt even before Copenhagen 2009, when a new deal is finally inked to replace Kyoto.

Perhaps of greatest impact - and of greatest interest to Singapore - is that, for the first time, carbon dioxide emissions through deforestation were addressed.

The nod was given to early action on programmes that could see developing countries like Indonesia being paid billions a year to protect their forests.

Deforestation, through burning gases released from deforested soil and smouldering peat, accounts for 20 per cent of global emissions. It accounts for 80 per cent of Indonesia emissions, making it the world's third-largest emitter of greenhouse gases.

The regional consequence has been the annual crippling smoke haze, with land-clearing fires contributing to it.

Deforestation also erodes forest cover and could have led to the floods and landslides that killed more than 130 people in Java this week.

With the agreement that was reached in Bali, pilot programmes kicked off. They promise to turn forest conservation into a tradable commodity with the potential to earn billions of dollars selling carbon credits to developed countries through the carbon market.

Also in the works: national strategies to protect rainforests and the establishment of monitoring systems to, for example, set baseline deforestation rates against which reductions in forest loss can be measured.

This lays the groundwork for any future climate change deal to include them formally.

The current climate change deal, the Kyoto Protocol, makes no mention of deforestation, though it does address reforestation and afforestation, or the planting of trees.

At the conference, World Bank president Robert Zoellick announced a US$160 million (S$231 million) plan to put the programmes into action, with contributions already coming in from nine developed countries and one non-governmental organisation.

Indonesia has already said it will earmark four forests in South Kalimantan, South and south-east Sulawesi, and North Sumatra for pilot programmes.

Concerns have been raised over the programmes, dubbed Reduced Emissions from Deforestation in Developing countries, or Redd, particularly on policing, putting a price on the emissions not released, and ensuring that indigenous communities do not end up holding the short end of the stick.

But really, addressing deforestation is a matter of urgency.

As Papua New Guinea's Prime Minister Michael Somber put it: 'If we lose the world's forests, we lose the fight against climate change...Action to reduce emission from deforestation is too important to wait.'

Even if it may be some years yet for such projects to lead to cleaner skies over the region, it is a hopeful start.

Bali's achievements also go beyond deforestation.

A tick in the box also goes to the need to operate a fund to help developing countries adapt to the effects of global warming, such as flooding and drought.

It will be financed from the carbon trading markets that kick off in Kyoto's first commitment period from next year to 2013.

A 2 per cent levy on money going into the Clean Development Mechanism, which allows developed countries to meet their emission reduction targets by investing in projects in developing countries that do so, goes into the fund.

The Adaptation Fund now comprises only about US$36 million but might rise to between US$1 billion and US$5 billion a year by 2030 if investments in green technology in developing nations surge.

Oxfam International aid group estimates that a minimum of US$50 billion a year will be needed to assist all developing countries adapt to climate change.

So whether the money in the kitty will be enough is a big question mark, but at least the fund does not remain a paper tiger.

Negotiators also agreed to transfer more clean energy technologies from developed countries to other nations, as well as to look deeper into the technical, legal and financial issues surrounding controversial technologies such as Carbon Capture and Storage, which buries carbon dioxide.

True, these may seem pointless if no significant global pact that includes the US is found at the end of the Bali road map in 2009.

And up until the end, the US, the cowboy of the Bali talks, put even the smaller issues such as Redd in jeopardy by nit-picking over the choice of words, or through last-minute insertions of phrases that threatened to topple what UN climate chief Yvo de Boer called a 'house of cards'.

But developing countries stuck to their guns and finally managed to push them through.

Because such projects do address existing problems, and are crucial lessons for any future deal that could be struck, making these small steps were very significant.
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