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Consumers ready to take on responsibility for the climate

On a global scale climate now comes fourth among major consumer concerns. Rising rapidly from the 8th position just 6 months earlier. Today climate change is on a shared 3rd position of the major concerns of Danish consumers – equal to the concern for terrorism and the economy. 

These figures are in themselves a compelling reason to take action now. As the IPCC has repeatedly pointed out: the cost of not acting or late actions may be much higher than acting decisively now. 


And consumers are ready for action.

A brand new Eurobarometer (EU official statistics) survey shows that 75% of Europeans are ready to pay more to shop environmentally friendly.
 
At the same time a Consumers International survey shows that only 10% of UK and US consumers trust what companies and governments tell them about global warming. They rather seek advice from friends and family, environmental groups, NGOs and scientists. 

The survey also reveals that 75% of consumers feel paralyzed to act beyond small changes around the home, such as turning off stand-by modes and converting to energy-efficient light bulbs. 

Tellingly over half believe governments should be forcing businesses to remove products that are most damaging to global warming, and 70% want claims about climate change by corporations to be independently verified. 


Growth and CO2 emissions

Economic growth and material well-being is of course of major concern to politicians and consumers alike when it comes to fighting climate change. Denmark is one of several countries that have demonstrated that growth does not involve increased emissions. Denmark has had a 70% economic growth in 25 years with stable emissions. This is due to a combination of technological progress and a conscious strategy involving carbon and energy taxes, investments in wind energy, energy conservation and development of public transportation.

But CO2 status quo is not enough. The Danish example has not yet provided the absolute reductions called for in Kyoto – and much more clearly needs to be done to achieve the Kyoto targets. 


Challenges are not only big in Denmark which still remains an emission intensive economy. They are considerable all over the world. Therefore the questions that need to be solved are how to lower emissions in CO2 intensive economies and at the same time enable economic development in poorer economies, e.g. Asia and Africa, without spoiling global efforts to combat emissions.

 
Technology is only part of the answer. Consumers also play an important role in the global combat against CO2 emissions.  

Consumers have a major joint responsibility in relation to for instance transport, households and food consumption.

According to the European Environmental Agency the transport sector is one of the sectors that shows the fastest growth in energy consumption. Rising personal incomes lead to a greater demand for travel and private cars. Part of the increased consumption may also be ascribed to improvements in the transport infrastructure which enable people to settle farther away from their place of work.

In households the increased standard of living is reflected in larger dwellings and consequently increased demand for space heating and cooling. And still more domestic electrical appliances contribute to an increased energy consumption in the household sector, despite the development of more energy efficient products.


Recently we have also seen an increased focus on the choice of food which has a major effect on the global CO2 impact. The choice between meat and vegetables and long-distance transports carry weight in the global CO2 accounts.

COP15 – Copenhagen December 2009
The COP 15 summit in Copenhagen December 2009 will be decisive for an agreement on a global fight against climate change. It is decisive to achieve a good agreement on the limitation of emissions of green house gasses that fulfils the recommendations of the IPPC, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. Our globe needs an ambitious treaty which takes for the Kyoto Protocol and includes as many countries as possible. In particular it is important that China, Russia, India and the US are covered by the agreement. 


The importance of the COP15 equals that of Kyoto, but the ambitions should be higher for the global reduction targets. COP 15 could also be the make or break event of the global efforts to achieve efficient measures. Failure would have serious consequences for our planet. Therefore all of us – governments, business and consumers – should work to promote an ambitious result.

What is a good deal?

A good deal involves reductions which will enable the world to keep the rise in temperature on the globe below 2 °C. 


This requires heavy cuts in the global emission of green house gasses. A 25-40% reduction for the industrialized countries already in 2020 and a minimum 50% reduction of the global emissions before 2050.


If we fail, it will lead to devastating environmental damage. It is for instance likely that 20-30% of the investigated animal and plant species will die out with a rise in temperature above 2 °C. 

To this should be added the consequences following very extreme weather with drought, heat waves and flooding.

A prerequisite for involving consumers in a solution is that governments provide the proper framework for market-based solutions and initiates awareness-rising programs which will educate consumers.

The promotion of market-based solutions will for instance require:

· more use of the polluter pays-principle. It is important that CO2 quotas not just become regional schemes, but are also expressed in the rules governing international trade. It should not be possible to undermine quotas by moving energy intensive production to countries outside the quota system;

· a more active use of the fiscal instrument to promote climate-friendly products;

· promotion of renewable energy and consumer information about these alternatives, while supporting initiatives for saving energy at home;

· green claims and advertising for climate-friendly products must meet clear rules and independent control. There are already too many unsubstantiated claims, and in the long run consumers will only buy climate-friendly if they can trust the claims made by companies;

· a ban on products with the most serious climate-impact should be considered – in particular if proper alternatives are available;

· correspondingly independent control should be introduced for those schemes which promise to compensate CO2 emissions – e.g. from air travel – with afforestation or other measures. These are schemes which consumers do not trust today, and there will be a need for serious efforts if they are to play a substantial role in future.

Governments should however also take action by

· influencing the market by focusing public procurement on climate-friendly products – so it will in many cases be possible to kick-start new markets which companies and consumers cannot activate on their own;

· obliging energy companies to introduce intelligent meters which will help consumers using energy more efficiently and economically;

· introducing ‘road pricing’ and investing in public transportation in order to influence the choice of means of transport – to the advantage of public transportation;

· stimulating research into energy-saving technologies as well as what action is best suited to promote behavioral changes in the population.

In order to raise awareness governments should

· enter into partnerships with NGOs in order to ensure credibility;

· initiate campaigns on climate-friendly behaviour;

· support eco-labels, whether public or private. The criteria of these labels should always include energy savings!

· integrate knowledge on climate change and what can be done in the entire school system.

The corporate sector is one of the most important players when it comes to climate and after all will play a pivotal role in a successful climate effort:

· companies should introduce maximum transparency about their climate-impact and publish information about emissions and their reduction targets;

· companies have a special obligation to co-operate with consumers on using their products in a climate-friendly way. A car company should not only focus on making environment-friendly cars – but also on making consumers use these cars in the most environment-friendly way;

· the corporate sector also has a responsibility to contribute to the necessary efforts to remedy the impact of climate change that is already affecting the weakest countries. This is a logical consequence of the polluter pays-principle;

· increased research into – and development of – climate-friendly products is also an integral part of corporate responsibility.

Also consumer organizations may contribute:

· we must for instance focus more on climate aspects when testing consumer products. We must also seek to include a wider range of products where the energy consumption is in focus in our test programs. These might be building materials or heavy technical equipment for the home;

· ‘climate-friendly’ is becoming a buzz-word. We must make sure that the products are actually friendly;

· we must also be ready to publish the names of companies which do not meet the climate responsibility that might be expected. The first climate black-lists of irresponsible companies are on the way;

· we must consider whether we can do more to provide individual advice for consumers on energy matters. A few consumer organizations already have taken on this task. It may well turn out that public support for this task is most effectively channeled through the consumer organizations due to the trust and support we generally enjoy among consumers.

Conclusion

· It is possible to reverse the development and reduce emissions of CO2 very considerably;

· COP 15 in Copenhagen is the make or break event of a global agreement – we all have a responsibility for making it succeed;

· Market-based solutions are possible – but cannot stand on their own and require that governments introduce the necessary regulation;

· Co-operation between governments, the corporate sector and consumer organizations will increase the chance of success and lower the costs of a global solution.

Dear consumer organizations, civil servants and corporate sector,

I would like to end my speech with a request to act and to act now: 

let’s do it now!
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