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Seminarty: a combination of a seminar (interesting topic -- ½ hour presentation followed by discussion) and a party (nibbles, wine/beer/juice/water BYO) --- very informal.
First topic: Global Warming and Growth Economies
If global warming is the result of human economic activities, especially since the onset of the fossil-fuel powered industrial revolution, should we stop those economic activities?

The aim of  ParraCAN seminarties is to assist us to broaden and deepen our understanding of what will be needed this century to survive, to assist other species to survive, to mitigate the worst aspects of global warming, and to cope with the world’s fossil-fuel crisis.

Our planet has two limitations that, in interaction with human industrial activity, will severely impact societies: oil depletion and global warming. They are two aspects of one problem. Both limitations are the result of human activity: oil depletion through the use of oil to undergird twentieth century and current growth economies, particularly in developed and developing countries; and global warming caused by human use of fossil fuels to provide the energy that makes the growth economies possible.

The economic and social dislocation caused by oil depletion will be the first harsh shock to be experienced by humanity, most acutely over the next two or three decades. The longer-term chronic problems of global warming will have a slower and more subtle—if more deadly— impact. The worst effects of global warming are likely to be experienced by mid-century.

Most people who might be expected to lead in coping with these two problems—particularly those in government—appear to be in denial on the issues. They seem unable to recognise the imminent impact of oil depletion and global warming; or, if they do recognise it, they seem  unable to plan effective preventive action. Mistakenly, governments tend to think that ‘more of the same’—that is, growing the economy, the population and consumption—will somehow overcome the imminent crises. The plans for an emissions trading scheme, for example, are really no more than a nod in the direction of conserving our ecology and environment, while ensuring that ‘business as usual’ (i.e. maintaining economic growth) is helped to survive. Big Business heartily approves of this approach; but we hear them squeal when a direct tax on their profits is suggested.

Governments usually represent the existing broad state of the societies they govern. They are not capable of any wholesale transformation of their societies. Generally they make minor reforms and adjustments to structures and processes that currently exist (e.g. responses to the global financial crisis; Autralian Federal Government’s emissions trading scheme).

The crises outlined above require much more than reforms and adjustments. They require a change from present growth policies to policies that will quickly establish no-growth economic stability accompanied by a managed shrinkage of fossil fuel-dependent activity. The achievement of stable renewable energy, a stable no-growth standard of living for all, and a stable population is what will ensure planetary life support and the survival of a more rational and sustainable human civilization.

Some of us think that reducing our individual ‘footprint’ on the planet via carbon reductions, recycling, energy efficiencies and so on will save us. I think that they are unduly optimistic. Idealistic notions that huge populations will act rationally and in unison to achieve a de-carbonised future are ‘pie-in-the-sky’ hopes. Despite the economic and social crises that will come from oil shortage, the vested interests in maintaining current economic growth will do all they can keep the system going. Those vested interests are the business and government ‘growthists’ of various kinds and hues. They are basically the people with power and wealth who will oppose any fundamental changes in the way society is organised.

As a start to our discussions around these issues I suggest that we all read a key document: William E Rees ‘Are Humans Unsustainable By Nature?’ [The Trudeau Lecture, Memorial University of Newfoundland, January 28, 2009]. William Rees was the 2009 Trudeau Fellow, University of British Columbia, School of Community and Regional Planning.

As two supplements to the Rees article we should also consider ‘Humanity’s Melt Down’ by Mike Davis, and Clive Hamilton’s piece from the Sydney Morning Herald of April 19 2010 ‘Population debate misses the facts’.

There are two other considerations that I think we should entertain in our discussions. One is our worldview of the place of humans on the planet. The other is an example of what we and governments will have to confront: the future of air travel.

Humans on planet Earth: It seems to me that most people can only see the world as it is. They are unable to imagine an alternative. One aspect of this is that the imbalance between humans and other species seems quite natural to them. They have an anthropocentric (human-centred) worldview. Yet, one has only to look around to see what we have and to imagine what the world could be like if this one mammal had not multiplied out of all proportion to the others.

The future of air travel: ‘Like all human activities involving combustion, most forms of aviation release carbon dioxide (CO2) into the Earth's atmosphere, possibly contributing to the acceleration of global warming. … In addition to the CO2 released by most aircraft in flight through the burning of fuels such as Jet-A (turbine aircraft) or Avgas (piston aircraft), the aviation industry also contributes greenhouse gas emissions from ground airport vehicles and those used by passengers and staff to access airports, as well as through emissions generated by the production of energy used in airport buildings, the manufacture of aircraft and the construction of airport infrastructure.’ (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aviation_and_the_environment).

‘Burning a gallon of jet fuel produces 21.1 lbs of CO2 (U.S. Department of Energy and the Energy Information Administration, Instructions for Form EIA 1605B, Voluntary Reporting of Greenhouse Gas Emissions, Appendix B). The result is that each domestic passenger-mile creates about half a pound of CO2 and each international passenger-mile creates one pound of CO2. However, the Climate Neutral Network estimates that non-CO2 greenhouse gas emissions from air travel are at least as significant as the CO2 impacts (doubling the emissions as expressed in CO2-equivalents) …’ 

(http://www.fightglobalwarming.com/content.cfm?contentid=5043)

Can technology and human ingenuity solve these problems? Australia’s CSIRO thinks so:

‘CSIRO together with Australasia’s major aviation players is leading a world-first study to help reduce greenhouse gas emissions from air transport by helping to develop a sustainable aviation fuels industry. Sustainable aviation fuels offer the largest single opportunity to reduce greenhouse gas emissions from the aviation sector. 

Called the Sustainable Aviation Fuels Road Map, the study aims to accelerate the development and commercialization of a sustainable aviation fuels industry in Australia and New Zealand. The project has developed in collaboration with the Australasian section of the Sustainable Aviation Fuel Users Group (SAFUG) – including Air New Zealand, Boeing, Qantas and Virgin Blue – together with the Defence Science and Technology Organization (DSTO).

Aviation accounts for 2 per cent of the world's total greenhouse gas emissions. Cleaner jet fuels derived from plant matter (known as bio-oil) offer the largest single opportunity to reduce emissions while ensuring long-term fuel security for the sector.

The road map will examine the barriers, opportunities and implications of producing bio-derived jet fuels at scale, including: commercial viability; environmental sustainability; and alternative biomass feedstocks (such as algae and more traditional forest and agricultural products) for producing aviation biofuels in the Australasian climate and region.

"The issue is whether we can produce a cost-effective bio-derived jet fuel alternative to fossil fuels that doesn't have any detrimental impacts on the environment or social make-up of regional Australia," Mr Graham said.

Aviation is fundamental to the Australian economy and way of life. The tourism industry alone creates jobs for half a million Australians and contributes billions of dollars to our economy.’

See: http://www.zimbio.com/Global+Warming/articles/z6voEjD0c5T/CSIRO+Leads+World+First+Study+Sustainable
Should this quote give us hope? Can we avoid air travel rationing? Will international aviation companies regulate themselves across all continents and countries? Is the market unstoppable? Can we live with continuing release into the stratosphere of GHGs by airplanes, rockets and space craft? Are we worrying unnecessarily? Should air travel and the aviation industry be exceptions in any future tightly regulated world?
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