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I work in international environmental policy, mainly through IUCN, the International Union for Conservation of Nature. I’m no expert on technical aspects of climate change, but I’ve followed the policy issues for about 20 years, both in California and internationally. I’m going to give you some personal impressions based on that timeline and some thoughts about the role of the public health community. 

I’ll talk first about the global picture, then about California, then political alliances, and finally about a very promising new initiative that I’m involved in.   

The global picture 

In December, I went to the annual United Nations Climate Change Conference in Bali, in Indonesia. It was the thirteenth conference in a series that started in 1995. I had been to the fourth one in 1998, in Argentina, and the contrasts were striking.

These are decision-making meetings, and they are the major global events of their kind. The formal delegates are representatives of governments of virtually every country in the world. However, nongovernmental organizations that are accredited can send as many observers as they like, organize side events, and put up exhibits. 
It’s a wonderfully open process, but consequently a lot of people show up. The meeting in December had over 12,000 delegates and observers, hundreds of side events, and hundreds of exhibits. 

Aside from the sheer numbers of people, five things struck me the most:

· First of all, climate change has become a separate and growing field of activity with its own culture. There are now numerous agencies and nonprofits that deal exclusively with climate change. There are lots of journals, Web sites, and electronic newsletters. Climate change has its own arcane terminology just like any other field of endeavor. In Bali, we were all handed a copy of a lengthy glossary or terms and initials and acronyms.
· The second thing that struck me was that this field of climate change is becoming more and more complex. It takes a lot of effort to understand how all the pieces fit together. And, in some cases, how they don’t fit together very well at all.       

· The third thing was the large number of delegates from local governments. Many local governments all over the world are now going well beyond what their national governments are doing, and they are working together to cut greenhouse gas emissions on their own as well as put pressure on their national governments to take stronger action. I think that’s a very hopeful development.

· The fourth thing was about public health. Although public health was represented in several side events and exhibits, its presence was relatively small in relation to natural resource conservation and the nexus between poverty and climate change in developing countries.       

· The final thing I want to mention about the Bali conference was that it made me feel  proud to be a Californian. My badge had the word California on it, and many people came up to me to say how much they appreciated California’s pioneering legislation on climate change. Everyone seemed to know about what we are doing in this state, whether they were from Europe or Africa, Latin America or Asia.
And that leads to what I want to say about the California picture.
The California picture
Five years ago, I wrote a report for the internal use of the Public Health Institute on climate change and the California public’s health. My role was to summarize and synthesize and make some recommendations based on the science and the policy that existed at the time, focusing on California’s specific situation. 

For the science, I depended mainly on the separate series of reports that had recently come out from the U.S. Government’s National Assessment of the Potential Consequences of Climate Variability and Change (USGCRP 2001, 2002), and from the National Research Council (2001, 2002). 

In a few words, those reports said that global climate change is happening, the outlook is worse than previously throught, and there is potential for abrupt change. Impacts on California are likely to be serious: Higher temperatures all year, less water in summer, degradation of natural ecosystems, a rising sea level, and perhaps more rain and flooding in winter. 
For public health, the main concerns were air pollution, especially ozone and particulates; vector- and water-borne diseases; soil- and food-borne diseases; water quality; and extreme weather events.
On the policy side, I pointed out that California could do much more to reduce its own greenhouse gas emissions, and even suggested that this would set a positive example for the country and the world.

Since I wrote that report five years ago, some things have stayed the same, some things have changed, and some things look like they could get a lot worse a lot faster than we expected. And I realize now that I left out an important point about the indirect effects of climate change on public health.

Let me take these point by point (and those of you who are much closer to the recent research, please correct me if I’m wrong on the details, but I don’t think the details will detract from the thrust of my message):

· Some things have stayed the same: We still believe that, in general, there will be higher temperatures all year, and an undependable water supply. We still believe that there will be significant public-health problems relating to air and water quality and extreme weather events, including heatwaves, storms, and flooding. 
· Some things have changed: The spread of infectious disease is perceived as less of a threat than it was five years ago, mainly because we are facing a drier scenario. And on the policy side, California is now regarded as a global pioneer in climate change legislation and we are moving ahead quickly to implement that legislation.
· Some things look like they could get a lot worse a lot faster than anyone expected. I’m referring to the risk of what is called abrupt climate change. The formal projections of the IPCC, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, the United Nations group that received the Nobel Peace Prize along with Al Gore, are based on assumptions that climate change will be gradual, even linear. These assumptions are now being questioned. The IPCC itself is increasingly concerned about the possibility of abrupt climate change. In this country, the National Research Council issued a report in 2002 entitled Abrupt Climate Change: Inevitable Surprises. We read in the paper of strange things happening in the Arctic and the Antarctic. There was a lot of talk about this in Bali, especially in terms of rising sea levels.
Although rising sea levels will certainly affect California, there is another phenomenon that may have even more serious impacts on California, and soon. I’m referring to the melting of Arctic sea ice, which could cause a ″surprising planetary-scale rearrangement of weather circulation patterns that tightens the grip of drought across the American West.″ These are the words of John Cox (2007), the respected former science writer for the Sacramento Bee, who wrote a popular book on abrupt climate change for the press of the National Academy of Sciences (Cox 2004).            
· Finally, I realize now that when I wrote my report for PHI in 2003, I left out an important point about the indirect effects of climate change on public health. The most serious consequence of climate change on public health in California may be diversion of funds from public health to deal with other pressing public problems, especially massive investments that will be needed to provide water supply and protect or relocate roads, ports, and even cities from rising sea levels that will affect not only our ocean coastline but our bays and estuaries. Not to mention the levees in and around the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta, including those that protect the city where I live, Sacramento, which, after New Orleans, is the major city most threatened by flooding in the United States.     
The need for new alliances
Whether or not we are facing abrupt climate change, over the next decades California will certainly face a drier, warmer future, an unstable water supply, and rising sea levels. Climate change affects all of us. At this point, global warming can’t be stopped, it can only be mitigated. And unless we get serious now, things will get even worse.

Climate change is a threat multiplier and a threat accelerator. It interacts with many other global trends such as population growth, migration, and conflicts over water. 
Because it cuts across the interests of so many constituencies, climate change offers opportunities to build new alliances. Such alliances are not easy to build or sustain. Problems tend to be addressed one by one in separate communities of organizations and experts. Each such community has its own outlook, culture, and priorities. But it seems to me that this is a good chance for us to build some new bridges. 
I come from the environmental movement. We have worked successfully with the public health community on issues such as air and water quality and toxic waste. Climate change is another problem crying out for cooperation. Others should be brought into the dialogue and some of this is already happening. Farmers are worried about water supply. Insurance companies are worried about claims for flood, storm, and fire damage.  

Every four years, the international conservation community comes together in the World Conservation Congress. The next one is in Spain in October, and several of us are organizing a workshop to look at opportunities for building new political alliances to deal with climate change. Public health is one of three themes we have chosen for in-depth discussion.     

The need to engage the public

California’s point person for implementing our state’s legislation on climate change is Mary Nichols, who chairs the California Air Resources Board. At the United Nations Climate Change Conference in Bali in December, Mary spoke to a standing-room-only workshop about California’s program. She closed by commenting that a major concern of hers was (to paraphrase) that Californians don’t yet realize how they will be affected both by climate change and by the new laws, and there is a serious need not only to inform but to engage the public in finding solutions.  

It happened that my British friend John Davidson was sitting next to me. He turned to me and smiled. What Mary had just said resonated with both of us. The reason I went to Bali was to help John put together an international program based on high school students looking at how their local communities will be impacted by climate change and then what they can do about it, starting with their own schools and local communities. What’s innovative about it is that they will exchange information and ideas over the Internet, using a sophisticated interactive Web site. Initially this program will be set up in areas of England, Kenya, and India. The program will be backed up with solid science and policy expertise from universities, starting with Oxford.
At some point, I hope we’ll be able to include California. If we do, we’ll be asking for your advice and participation.
_______________
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