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What People Are Saying About


Am I Too Old to Save the Planet?


This small book is a gem of great value: it will turn more of us older Americans from complainers and worriers into people who are fixing the problems that assail us. It makes a powerful case for generational action; if the kids can do it so can we!


Bill McKibben, founder of Th!rdAct and author of The Flag, the Cross and the Station Wagon


All my hand-wringing progressive friends need to read Am I Too Old to Save the Planet? now. MacDonald’s timely handbook on the climate crisis not only offers concrete steps we can take as individuals to transform the future but, importantly, invites us to join with others in collective action to bring about the systemic change that is needed. It’s about we, not me.


Helen Stoltzfus, playwright, performer, Co-Artistic Director, Black Swan Arts & Media


OK, Boomer, here’s your chance to prove a thousand memes wrong. Lawrence MacDonald has written the ultimate, clear-eyed guide to make a difference, and it goes well beyond refusing the plastic bag at the checkout counter and other single actions. It’s about feasibility, impact, and spreadability, as the book states clearly. Just do it indeed!


Gernot Wagner, climate economist, Columbia Business School, and author of But Will the Planet Notice? How Smart Economics Can Save the World


As a member of the baby boom generation, I’m well aware of the skills and connections we acquire over our lives that can be used to make the world a better place. MacDonald’s book provides a practical guide for people of a “certain age” who want to leave a livable planet for future generations. We can make a difference at any age. This book details the many things that boomers have to offer.


Madeleine Para, Executive Director, Citizens’ Climate Lobby


Drawing on his experience as a climate advocate and a career in policy communications, MacDonald spells out in clear and actionable language what each of us can do, on our own and with others, to confront the existential challenge of our time. This is a how-to guide for those who want to do their part to stand up to the climate crisis. It’s essential reading for those who want to look our children in the eye - and leave them a livable future. It’s a message of hope grounded in the timeless truth that it’s never too late to make a difference.


Manish Bapna, President and CEO of the Natural Resources Defense Council


This thoughtful and highly readable book is an honest look at a powerful (and often under-appreciated!) generation and all they can still do to save our collective future. Lawrence MacDonald sounds an urgent call and offers concrete ways to take meaningful climate action. A critical book for our times.


Rabbi Jennie Rosenn, founder and CEO of Dayenu: A Jewish Call to Climate Action


I read many climate books, and I found fresh insights and useful reminders in this book. Lawrence MacDonald delivers a breezy walk through what people can do individually and, most importantly, collectively. Am I Too Old to Save the Planet? offers a handy synthesis for people at all stages of their climate learning and action journey.


Greg Dalton, founder and host of Climate One Podcast


This book is a powerful call to baby boomers to protect our world and our legacy from the calamity of climate change. It is not too late to ensure that our children and grandchildren inherit a healthy planet and enjoy a good life. This book provides a road map for reaching that goal.


Mona Sarfaty, founder of Medical Society Consortium on Climate and Health, Center for Climate Change Communication, George Mason University


Lawrence MacDonald’s Am I Too Old to Save the Planet? answers strongly: No! We elders are living longer and healthier to take responsibility for this essential role. We were born for this, and now is our time to act as good ancestors! MacDonald’s masterpiece shows us the way.


John Sorensen, founder of Elders Action Network


In tracing his own arc of awareness of the need for increased climate activism, Lawrence gives baby boomers a thoughtful and inspiring guide to up our game. Third Act’s mottos of ‘no time to waste’ and ‘old and bold’ are writ large on every page.


Deborah Kushner, co-founder of Th!rdAct Virginia


OK boomers, you’re up! Lawrence MacDonald has given his generation a warm invitation and a road map (remember those?) for bringing their much-needed power and experience to the climate movement. Whoever we are, MacDonald reminds us, we are already exactly who we need to be to respond to the climate crisis with integrity and compassion. To anyone at any age who is ready to find your place among the climate protectors fighting for the common home we share, welcome — this book is for you.


Joelle Novey, Director, Interfaith Power and Light, DC, Maryland, and Northern Virginia


As a late boomer myself, I couldn’t put this book down. MacDonald brings moral clarity and practical know-how to the urgent premise: Boomers can and should do more to fight climate change. Be careful, this book could change your life.


Mike Tidwell, Director of Chesapeake Climate Action Network
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Preface


“You don’t give a damn about us,” Greta Thunberg, the youth climate activist and founder of the School Strike for Climate, has repeatedly told powerful adults. “The symbolism of the school strike is that since you adults don’t give a damn about my future, I won’t either.”


Chole Swarbrick, a 25-year-old New Zealand lawmaker, caught global attention in 2019 when she casually dissed an older member of parliament who heckled her while she was giving a speech calling for a national zero emissions target. “OK boomer,” she deadpanned, continuing her speech without missing a beat.


Young people like Thunberg, Swarbrick and millions of others around the world are at the forefront of the climate justice movement. Where are we, their elders, who should be actively and visibly supporting them? I wrote this book because I believe that it’s morally unacceptable for the generation that did the most to create the problem to sit back and leave it to the kids to deal with it.


Fortunately, many of us do give a damn. We care about the planet, about national and global poverty, about rising inequality, and about the looming mass extinction. We want to pass along a livable world to those who come after us. We want our children and grandchildren—and all future generations—to have clean air and water, predictable seasonal cycles, and access to an outdoors filled with natural wonder.


If you are boomer who gives a damn but isn’t sure how you can make a difference, this book is for you.


There are millions of us. A 2021 Pew Research study found that 57% of Americans who are boomers and older say that climate should be a top priority for assuring a sustainable planet for future generations. The Yale Program on Climate Communications found that 10% of boomers said that they would definitely or probably participate in non-violent civil disobedience such as sit-ins, blockades or trespassing to block activities that make global warming worse. Fully two million said that they would “definitely” do so if asked by somebody they liked and respected.


Properly mobilized, boomers can make a world of difference. Our generation holds 70% of U.S. household wealth. We wield immense power and influence in institutions such as government, corporate boards, alumni associations and religious organizations. And we vote. What we haven’t done—yet—is to organize as a generation around climate change.


Imagine if we boomers who are not OK with leaving future generations an inhospitable planet began acting now, in the time that remains to us, as if the world depended on what we do. Imagine if we resolved to do all we can to address the climate emergency. Imagine if we started with our personal actions, like eating less meat and installing rooftop solar, and went on to organize our generational power to hasten system change, helping young people to avert climate catastrophe.


Imagine being able to say to Greta Thunberg and the angry, grieving members of her generation “Yes, some of us do give a damn. We are sorry our generation didn’t act sooner. We will do all we can, starting now, to avert climate catastrophe.”


This book is addressed to the majority of boomers who recognize that climate change is an urgent threat and understand the need for a rapid, systemic transformation from obscenely unequal, low-efficiency, take-make-waste, high-carbon economy to a more egalitarian, high-efficiency, circular and low-carbon economy.


The oldest of us is now 77, the youngest 59. Given increased longevity, many of us can reasonably expect at least another decade or more of healthy, active living. And while rising inequality and the slipshod American safety net mean that millions of us must worry about rent, food, and medical expenses, millions of others find ourselves surprisingly comfortable, enjoying reasonably good health and the benefits of tax-free retirement savings and surging home values.


How shall we spend our time in retirement? Sports? Second homes? Motorcycle riding? Exotic vacations? The approximately 10 years of active, healthy life that remain to many of us coincide with the last 10 years in which humans can avoid climate catastrophe. Shouldn’t those of us who understand the risks and have the means be joining our children and grandchildren in demanding climate action? Is there anything more important we should be doing with our time?


Although there are dozens of books about boomers and hundreds of books about climate change, this is the first to examine the U.S. response to climate change through a generational and global lens. Part I shows how boomers shaped a one-step-forward-two-steps back U.S. policy and how the resulting lack of U.S. leadership undermined the global response. Part II offers a boomer’s guide to action that combines history, research on the climate activism landscape, my own experiences, and interviews with boomer activists.


Because this is a boomer’s guide—specifically my guide—it’s perhaps appropriate to share a little about me. I was born in 1954, the middle of the post-World War II baby boom. Although I was too young to join fully in the seminal events of the late 1960s I, like others in my generation, shared in the music, language and protest culture of the era. After graduating from the University of California at Santa Barbara, I went to Taiwan to study Chinese and spent much of the next 17 years in Asia, mostly working as a reporter. Returning to the United States in 1993, I worked as a policy communications professional at the World Bank and two DC-based think tanks.


Along the way, I observed the outsized role of the United States in shaping world affairs and the outsized role of my generation in shaping U.S. policy. At the World Bank, the Center for Global Development (CGD), and in my most recent job as the vice president for communications at the World Resources Institute, I devoted the second half of my career to communicating science-based solutions to the world’s most pressing problems, especially climate change.


Gradually, I recognized that problems were getting worse not because of a lack of technical solutions but because of the power of those who benefit from the status quo to block needed changes, and the lack of power of ordinary people who want an equitable, livable planet to overcome them. I decided when I retired last year to become a full-time climate activist and to write this book to invite others of our generation to the join the growing ranks of climate boomers.


As I finish this book, I am sharply aware of its limitations, and my own. Climate change is a profound injustice that the rich and powerful, mostly white men in the global North, are inflicting on others, mostly poorer people of color, all over the world. As a white male boomer, I drew a lucky ticket in life and have benefitted in ways that I am only beginning to understand. In telling the story of my generation and the climate crisis, I’ve tried to overcome the resulting myopia. In the end, however, this remains a story written by a white male boomer. For these and other shortcomings in this book, I take full responsibility.


But enough about me. I want to acknowledge three people whose thinking and writing greatly influenced mine and thus helped to shape this book.


Development economist Nancy Birdsall, the founding president of CGD, taught me and many others how to examine the policies of the United States and other rich countries for their impact on the lives of the 6.7 billion people who live in developing countries. I am grateful to her as a role model and a friend.


Rebecca Solnit’s work has inspired me since my daughter handed me the third edition of Hope in the Dark: Untold Histories, Wild Possibilities (2016). Solnit’s Orwell’s Roses (2019), emboldened me to try weaving together reporting, accounts of other books, and personal experience. I’m eagerly awaiting publication of Not Too Late: Changing the Climate Story from Despair to Possibility, a volume of essays that Solnit edited with Thelma Young Lutunatabua.


Bill McKibben’s thought leadership has been so central to the development of my own views that I no longer remember whether his 2006 essay calling on boomers to become climate activists planted the idea in my head or merely articulated something I already believed. I am grateful to him for the kind words he has written about this book and I’m proud to be a member of the growing tribe of experienced Americans he is mobilizing through Th!rdAct to fight with love and creativity for a livable planet.


Of the many other friends who encouraged and advised me, three stand out.


David Hindin, a former enforcement attorney and executive at the Environmental Protection Agency, has been my companion on an intellectual journey that has led us both to the conclusion that moderate, incremental approaches to climate emergency are not enough. His perceptive comments on the near-final draft improved the book.


Howard Smith brought a fresh perspective and designer’s eye to the topic. He suggested the title—Am I Too Old to Save the Planet?—prompting me to adopt a more conversational tone that I hope saves the book from being too preachy. He also created the cover and suggested and designed the part and chapter dividers, signposts that I hope make the line of argument easier to follow. Smith was one of several reviewers who urged me to add the checklists at the end of each chapter. I hope you find them useful!


This book would not exist without the encouragement and support of Tim Ward, who oversees the Changemakers Books imprint at John Hunt Publishing. Ward was the first person to encourage me to write this book, and his coaching and advice have been pitch-perfect throughout the journey. I am proud to call him my publisher and my friend.


As I neared the finish line, my millennial, climate activist adult children, Muriel and Isaac, helped me see the book through their generation’s eyes, offering valuable suggestions that greatly improved it. I am fortunate indeed that my patient and loving wife, Hannah Moore, is also an eagle-eyed proof reader. In this project, as in life, she saved me from embarrassing errors.


Finally, although this book is addressed to fellow boomers, I wrote it not for us but for our children and our children’s children, and for the many generations that will follow. I hope that when these future generations look back at our era, they will know that a large number of boomers did everything we could in the time that remained to us to bequeath to them a livable planet.









Part 1


How we got here
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Climate change went from a manageable problem to a planetary emergency on our watch. We boomers are overdue for a reckoning with our collective responsibility.
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Chapter 1


Are boomers to blame?


America’s boomers—those of us born between 1946 and 1964—are the generation most responsible for the climate emergency. We also have the power, in the time that remains to us, to play a key role in averting a planetary catastrophe that otherwise will last for millions of years.


This book is for boomers. If you, like me, are an American baby boomer, it will show you how to reconnect with the best of your youthful ideals and join with others to leave a lasting, positive legacy to the generations that come after us.


We have a lot to make up for. American boomers benefitted massively from the post-World War II fossil fuel-driven economic boom, riding it to unprecedented prosperity. We not only emitted greenhouse gases by driving and flying—although, to be sure, we did plenty of that. We also lived and worked in a world of material abundance fueled by coal, oil and methane. This was our advantage, and it has come at tremendous cost. We will leave behind us the biggest carbon footprint of any generation in history.


Although we learned about the climate threat while there was still time to manage a smooth transition, we failed to heed ever louder and more urgent alarms. We didn’t just fail to make lifestyle choices that would have cut our own emissions. We also failed to demand that U.S. politicians enact policies to avert this planetary crisis.


Our failure as a generation has had global repercussions. As the richest and most powerful nation that the world has ever seen—and the country that has emitted the most heat-trapping gasses—the United States has the means and the obligation to lead a global response to the climate threat. The Americans before us overcame the Depression, defeated fascism and, after World War II, established the United Nations, the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund and other global institutions to prevent a third world war. But in the face of the greatest threat that humanity has ever faced, we boomers have done next to nothing.


We didn’t lack for high ideals. Millions of us participated in peaceful protests that ended the war in Vietnam and joined in the first Earth Day, earning a reputation as America’s “First Green Generation.” As we grew older, however, we became distracted and self-indulgent. Instead of leading the way to a clean, low-carbon economy, America’s boomers—and the boomer politicians we elected—took one step forward, two steps back, stalling America’s energy transition and sending mixed signals to the world that undercut the fragile global consensus for action.


Boomers at Center Stage


We boomers have been center stage throughout America’s on-again, off-again efforts to address the climate challenge. A fellow boomer, Vice President Al Gore, helped negotiate the 1997 Kyoto Protocol, the first international treaty to cut greenhouse gasses. Nearly every nation—191 countries—ratified it. Only the United States failed to do so. Bill Clinton, our first boomer president, signed it but never sent it to the boomer-dominated Congress, where it lacked the votes for ratification. In 2010 the United States quietly withdrew.


The story of the 2015 Paris Agreement negotiated under President Obama is more complex but equally shameful. Negotiators representing the nations of the world, informed by U.S. diplomats that the United States would never accept anything binding, designed the accord to be toothless. To avoid the need for U.S. Senate ratification, the Paris Agreement is not technically a treaty and lacks any enforcement mechanisms.


A late boomer born in 1961, President Obama had campaigned on a promise of hope and change that included a commitment to address climate change. When he clinched the Democratic nomination in 2008, he famously predicted that people would look back and say: “this was the moment when the rise of the oceans began to slow and our planet began to heal.”1 At the 2014 UN Climate Change Summit he urged action, saying: “we are the first generation to feel the impact of climate change and the last generation that can do something about it.”2


When the Paris Agreement hung in the balance at the 2015 climate conference, Obama phoned Chinese leader Xi Jinping in a last-ditch effort to bring the negotiations to a successful conclusion. He and Xi later signed the Paris Agreement on the same day, a symbolic commitment by the world’s two biggest emitters to work together to address the climate crisis. With deterioration of U.S.-Chinese relations since then, that may have been a highwater mark for such cooperation.


But Obama’s soaring rhetoric and personal diplomacy notwithstanding, he deployed neither his executive authority nor the bully pulpit of his presidency to accelerate the end of the fossil fuel era. Worse, he adopted an “all-of-the-above” energy policy that boosted federal subsidies for fossil fuel extraction. In Obama’s second term, he lifted a ban on crude oil exports and authorized for the first time the export of methane gas, production of which had surged on his watch due to a government-subsidized fracking boom.3 Two years after he left office in 2016, the United States surpassed Saudi Arabia and Russia to become the world’s largest producer of crude oil.


By then the Paris Agreement had become a political football. Despite the diplomatic contortions that the international community had undertaken to accommodate the United States, Donald Trump—an early boomer born in 1946 and likely America’s last boomer president—withdrew from the agreement, making the United States the only nation in the world to drop out.


Joe Biden—born in 1942 and almost certainly the last pre-boomer president—kept a campaign promise to re-join the Paris Agreement on his first day in office. But the Senate’s failure to pass his Build Back Better climate and social welfare bill before the U.N. climate summit in the fall of 2021 meant that U.S. negotiators went empty-handed to Glasgow, Scotland, for the first UN climate conference of the Biden administration. Biden’s efforts to reassert American leadership on climate rang hollow.


The United States was in a somewhat stronger position at the UN climate conference in 2022 following the passage of the so-called Inflation Reduction Act, a scaled down version of Build Back Better that was nonetheless the most significant climate action legislation in U.S. history.


But the conference itself was deeply flawed. Held in the Egyptian coastal resort Sharm el-Sheikh and sponsored by Coca-Cola, one of the world’s top plastic polluters, it included more than 600 representatives from fossil fuel companies, among them several CEOs. Although negotiators eventually agreed to set up a “loss and damage” fund to compensate countries hard-hit by climate disasters, there was no plan for how this would work or where the money would come from.


Alok Sharma, the British politician who had overseen the UN conference in Glasgow, was frustrated that the fossil fuel companies and countries that have been slow to cut emissions colluded to weaken the text that emerged from the conference. “Peaking emissions by 2025 is not in this text. Follow-through on the phasedown of coal is not in this text. The phasedown of all fossil fuels is not in this text,” he said.


Without a dramatic reduction in emissions of heat-trapping gasses—primarily CO2 and methane from fossil fuels—the world will soon blow past the Paris Agreement stretch goal of holding average temperature increase by the end of the century to 1.5 degrees Celsius (2.7 degrees Fahrenheit) above the pre-industrial average. Worse, a growing number of scientists warn that global average temperatures may surpass the Paris Agreement’s fallback goal of 2 degrees Celsius (3.6 degrees Fahrenheit), resulting in rapid, extreme sea-level rise and recurring heat waves that would make much of the world where people currently live uninhabitable.


“We are on a highway to climate hell with our foot on the accelerator,” UN Secretary General António Guterres told world leaders at the opening of the climate conference in Sharm el-Sheikh. “The global climate fight will be won or lost in this crucial decade—on our watch. One thing is certain: those that give up are sure to lose.”


Speaking again at the end of the meeting, he said: “a fund for loss and damage is essential—but it’s not an answer if the climate crisis washes a small island state off the map or turns an entire African country to desert. The world still needs a giant leap on climate ambition.”


A century from now, when future historians try to make sense of humanity’s response to the climate threat, it will be clear that American boomers held the steering wheel at a critical moment. We, the generation that made giant SUVs the country’s best-selling vehicle, are now speeding toward a well-marked interchange where humanity can either continue headlong into a planetary pileup or veer away at the last minute onto an exit that just might lead us to preserve a livable planet. Which shall it be?


So How Is This My Fault?


At this point you may be wondering, “so how is this my fault?” Of course, no single individual can be asked to shoulder the responsibilities of an entire generation. But because climate change is fundamentally a question of intergenerational injustice—what our generation does and fails to do will impact countless generations yet unborn—I believe that we boomers are overdue for a reckoning with our collective responsibility.


How does collective responsibility relate to individual responsibility? You have likely heard the quote, often attributed to the philosopher Edmund Burke, that “all that is necessary for the triumph of evil is that good men do nothing.”4 Although Burke did not write these precise words, the quote persists because it captures something we know to be true: bad things happen when good people fail to stop injustice. Whether we actively abetted the climate crisis or merely did nothing much to stop it, each boomer owns a piece of this planetary catastrophe, because it happened on our watch.


Reckoning with our generation’s role—and our personal share in it—can be extremely painful. In conversations with boomer friends while writing this book, I have found that many of them know all too well that we are in danger of leaving future generations an unlivable planet. They feel terrible about it, but also powerless, so they don’t want to think about it. “Don’t make me feel guilty!” is a refrain I have heard again and again.


The problem is, if we try to ignore what we know to be true, we are living in a state of denial. We can only free ourselves from our climate culpability by acknowledging it and vowing to do all that we can to repair or minimize the damage. Crucially, knowing that there are things we can do that will make a real difference makes it possible for us to face up to our responsibilities.


This approach is based on ancient wisdom. Many faith traditions teach that acknowledging our mistakes—what religious folks call sins—involves two processes: repentance and atonement. Repentance requires recognizing and confessing the errors of our ways and vowing not to repeat them. Atonement requires doing all we can to set things right. The Twelve Steps of Alcoholics Anonymous embodies this same idea: acknowledging the harm one has caused and making amends where possible are seen as crucial steps towards recovery.


Acknowledging our climate culpability is intellectual and emotional work that each of us must undertake individually and collectively. The next chapter, “What Went Wrong?” provides a guide, recalling how our generation began with high hopes and ideals but failed to live up to them when it came to the crucial job of protecting the planet. First, however, we must understand the severity of the climate threat which, for reasons we will explain, is even worse than what you probably think.


How Bad Is It?


An accurate understanding of the urgency and scope of the problem is fundamental to deciding what to do about it. While much of what I’m going to suggest in the chapters that follow is non-controversial, I conclude by exploring the need for the climate movement to develop a strong radical flank and suggesting ways that boomers can help. Some of these suggestions may go beyond what you expect. These militant actions must be considered in the context of the incredible risks of continued inaction.


So, how bad is it? Unless you are a climate scientist or a policy wonk who tracks climate impacts for a living, climate change is almost certainly worse than you think. Even for those who closely follow mainstream media climate news, the magnitude of what’s happening is not easy to grasp.


That’s partly because climate change is so vast, extending across all the globe and infinitely into the future. Borrowing from computer programming jargon, environmental philosopher Timothy Morton coined the term “hyperobject” to describe climate change and other phenomena that are “massively distributed in time and space” and therefore very hard for humans to comprehend. Other examples of hyperobjects, he writes, include blackholes, all the plastic ever produced, and radioactive plutonium. For each of these, as with climate change, one can see evidence of the hyperobject but never fully perceive the object itself.


Fossil fuel companies have taken advantage of the hyperobject nature of the climate problem to first deny and then minimize the risks with a well-funded, decades-long campaign to mislead and confuse Americans, and to falsely tarnish sensible proposals to address it as government overreach that would destroy jobs and undermine economic growth. Boomers have been the primary target of these campaigns, and an alarming number of us have fallen for these lies.


The impact of this disinformation can be seen not only on the far-right, among the media outlets like Breitbart and FOX News that deny climate change is an urgent problem. It’s also evident in otherwise responsible mainstream media that have only recently begun to devote consistent, high-quality reporting to the issue. Even if you are an astute reader of The Washington Post or The New York Times, and your media diet includes centrist broadcasters like NPR and PBS, and even the nominally left-leaning MSNBC, it’s quite possible you haven’t been told what’s in store if we fail to act.


For example, as I was writing this book, The Washington Post, my hometown newspaper, ran editorials supporting President Biden’s plans to expand fossil fuel exploration in response to the energy crisis caused by Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, rather than leading a World War II-style all-hands-on-deck approach to improving energy efficiency and expanding renewables and nuclear power. The editorial writers presumably know, yet somehow disregard, the scientific consensus that holding average global temperature to a level that humans can cope with requires that we build no new fossil fuel infrastructure. As terrible as it is, the war in Ukraine has not changed this imperative.


Let’s Get Personal: Check Your Birth Year PPM


A quick and powerful way to understand how profoundly human actions have altered the atmosphere in our lifetimes is to check your birth year CO2 ppm: the parts per million of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere the year that you were born.


You already know that CO2 in the atmosphere traps heat, so more CO2 means a hotter planet. You also know that burning fossil fuels, deforestation, agriculture, cement manufacturing and other activities generate CO2 pollution. Before the industrial revolution, CO2 hovered around 280 ppm for some 6,000 years, since the dawn of civilization. It then increased relatively gradually, reaching 310 ppm by the end of World War II in 1945. Since then it has zoomed off the charts, reaching 421 pm in 2022, and is still rising.


Scientists warned decades ago that the risks of severe and irreversible impacts increase substantially beyond 350 ppm. The pioneering climate advocacy organization 350.org takes its name from this number.


Checking the CO2 ppm the year that I was born made these numbers personal, helping me to grasp how quickly the atmosphere has changed during my lifetime. When I was born in 1954, the CO2 ppm was 318. The world first breached 350 ppm in 1986, when I was 32. By May 1992, when the Rio Earth Summit launched the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), I was 37 years old and the level was 359.99 ppm.


Knowing your birth year ppm puts you in this picture. The Nature Conservancy offers a simple tool: select your birth year and, presto, there’s your answer. Go ahead, do it now on your phone: go to “nature.org,” search for “ppm” and select your birth year.5


Some people, especially elders, have begun including their birth year ppm in their online bios. Inviting people in an online meeting to look up their birth year ppm and share it in the chat when they introduce themselves can be a good way to spread knowledge about this key indicator and get a sense of relative age without asking people to say how old they are.


UN Climate Reports Fall on Deaf Ears


Why are the basic facts about climate change—that the hour is late and the fate of humanity hangs in the balance—not more widely understood? One reason is that UN reports on climate change—the most comprehensive and authoritative summary of what to expect—often fail to attract more than passing attention in the U.S. media.


The Sixth Assessment of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) published in a series of three reports in late 2021 and early 2022, with a capstone synthesis report planned for March 2023, should have been the exception. The first three reports confirmed what even casual news consumers had begun to fear: that the negative impacts of climate change are mounting much faster than scientists had predicted less than a decade ago. The reports showed that human-induced climate change is causing dangerous and widespread disruption in nature and affecting billions of people all over the world, with the people least able to cope being hardest hit.


What exactly is the IPCC? Although it is cited in the news each time it releases a report, its inner workings are little understood outside of the world of climate scientists and policy wonks. As we shall see, it has remarkable strengths and a possibly fatal flaw that has resulted in many interested people failing to grasp the urgency and severity of the problem.


Established in 1988 by the World Meteorological Organization (WMO) and the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP), and later endorsed by the UN General Assembly, the IPCC is headquartered in Geneva, Switzerland, and comprises 195 member states. Rather than conduct original research, it undertakes periodic reviews of all relevant published scientific literature. Hundreds of scientists and other experts from around the world review the data and compile key findings into Assessment Reports for policymakers and the public. With hundreds of scientists participating, it is arguably the largest scientific peer review process in the world.


Because the IPCC is governed by its member states, which elect a bureau of scientists to run it, it is a hybrid, part scientific body and part intergovernmental political organization. This structure was designed to ensure that the IPCC reports would be widely understood and endorsed by the global community. But it also has hindered the IPCC’s ability to accurately assess the dangers and effectively sound the alarm.


Since 1990, the IPCC has issued a massive, multi-volume Assessment Report every five to six years. Recent assessments have included three working group reports—one on physical science; one on impacts and adaptation; and one on what must be done to slow temperature increases, what the scientists and policy experts call “mitigation.” Each working group report has a Summary for Policymakers that can run up to a few dozen pages and must be approved, with line-by-line scrutiny, by all member states, and a Technical Summary that frequently runs close to 100 pages. At the end of each assessment, the three working group reports are summarized in a final Synthesis Report.


The length and complexity of these documents has given rise to a small army of IPCC report explainers—academics, journalists, and specialists in think tanks and other NGOs—who scrutinize each report and produce their own, much briefer, summaries, typically on impossibly short deadlines. With each successive assessment report, the science has become more certain and the warnings more dire.


The first working group report of the IPCC Sixth Assessment, on the physical science, was released in August 2021. It is the work of 234 scientists from 66 countries who consulted more than 14,000 scientific papers to produce a 3,949-page report, which was then approved by 195 governments. The Summary for Policymakers was drafted by the scientists and agreed to line-by-line by the 195 governments in the IPCC during the five days of negotiations leading up to the release.


The report warned that massive and immediate cuts in global emissions would be required to hold average global temperatures below a 1.5 °C (2.7 °F) or 2.0 °C (3.6 °F) increase from pre-industrial averages. These ceilings, endorsed as global goals in the 2015 Paris Agreement, were established in previous IPCC studies as the maximum that would be compatible with sustaining the natural systems that support civilization as we know it.


The second working group report of the IPCC Sixth Assessment, released in February 2022, was devoted to “impacts, adaptation and vulnerability” and was by far the most frightening yet. The UN Secretary General described it as “an atlas of human suffering and a damning indictment of failed climate leadership,” adding, “with fact upon fact, this report reveals how people and the planet are getting clobbered by climate change. Nearly half of humanity is living in the danger zone—now.”


Hans-Otto Portner, an IPCC co-chair, said: “The scientific evidence is unequivocal; climate change is a threat to human-wellbeing and the health of the planet. Any further delay in concerted global action will miss a brief and rapidly closing window to secure a livable future.”


What should have been the final, urgent wake-up call to the world instead became a secondary story because, just four days before the report’s release, Russia invaded Ukraine in a shocking war of aggression unlike anything that Europe had witnessed since the end of World War II. The resulting war included Russian rocket attacks on civilian shelters, the displacement of millions of Ukrainians, and the mobilization of U.S.-led Western trade and financial sanctions against Russia. It also distracted attention from the climate threat, absorbing scarce international willpower that might otherwise have been marshaled to address the climate emergency.


While the war has the potential to hasten the end of the fossil fuel era—40% of the Russian government’s budget comes from fossil fuel exports—fossil fuel companies and their enablers were quick to seize the opportunity to push for expansion of fossil fuel production. In the United States, Republicans blamed the Biden administration for rising gasoline prices, prompting even some moderate Democrats to propose cutting gasoline taxes—exactly the opposite of the policy urgently needed to speed the energy transition.


Unfortunately, the worsening impacts of climate change won’t pause because the Russians invaded Ukraine. In mid-2022 the respected science journal Nature, one of many publications offering succinct summaries of the IPCC’s working group report on climate impacts, highlighted the following conclusions:




	Humanity will soon hit hard limits to its ability to adapt… For example, coastal communities can temporarily buffer themselves by restoring mangroves and wetlands but rising seas will eventually overwhelm such efforts.


	Climate change has already caused death and suffering… Smoke inhalation from fires has contributed to cardiovascular and respiratory problems, and increased rainfall and flooding has led to the spread of diseases such as cholera.


	If global temperatures rise by more than 1.5 °C above pre-industrial levels, some environmental changes could become irreversible.





UN Reports Underestimate the Danger


As frightening as the IPCC predictions are, there’s reason to believe that the climate impacts are more severe and are arriving sooner than the IPCC assessments predict. While climate-change deniers and so-called “skeptics” allege that climate scientists exaggerate their findings, historically the IPCC has underestimated the speed and severity of climate impacts.


There are two reasons for this. First, only research that has been accepted by a peer-reviewed scientific journal is included in the assessments. Because the lag between article submission and acceptance can often be one or more years, the assessments cannot include the latest science. This becomes increasingly problematic as the velocity of climate change accelerates.


Second, as we have seen, the Summary for Policy Makers, the part read by most journalists, think tank analysts, and climate advocates—often working on very tight deadlines—is subject to approval by IPCC member governments. The biggest and most powerful—the United States and the other big emitters—have plenty of reasons to downplay bad news. Close observers of the IPCC argue that, as a result, the summaries fail to convey just how bad things really are. The IPCC itself has implicitly acknowledged that its assessments have underestimated the rate of change, noting that impacts are more severe and arriving sooner than previously predicted.


Climate science pioneer James Hansen is among the scientists who believe that the IPCC is underestimating the threat. It was Hansen who first sounded the alarm in Congress, telling a Senate committee in June 1988 that “the greenhouse effect has been detected and is changing our climate now.” Hansen was then the head of NASA’s Goddard Institute for Space Studies and his testimony was the first warning about climate change to receive national news coverage. The New York Times ran the story at the top of the front page, with a graph showing a long-term rise in average global temperatures.


Now in his 80s and an adjunct professor at Columbia University’s Earth Institute, Hansen continues to sound the alarm for all who will listen. In December 2021, soon after the UN climate conference in Glasgow, known as COP26, he published an article that was shockingly forthright:


Why is nobody telling young people the truth? “We preserved the chance at COP26 to keep global warming below 1.5°C.” What bullshit! “Solar panels are now cheaper than fossil fuels, so all we are missing is political will.” What horse manure! “If we would just agree to consume less, the climate problem could be solved.” More nonsense!
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