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If the horse that is global carbon emissions has already bolted 
should we be shutting the barn door or concentrating on limiting 
the damage caused by the rogue equine?

That’s a debate that Professor Terry Dawson, SAGES Chair in Global 
Environmental Change in the School of the Environment, believes 
needs to be taking place as he is not convinced there is any realistic 
prospect of curtailing emissions. With a highly complex system 
of global trade, there is little sign of the sea change required to 
prevent changes to sea levels but exactly what this means for the 7 
billion people who call this planet home remains unclear. 

Forecasts vary from the apocalyptic to the negligible, with vested 
interests and media hyperbole hardly helping to clarify the matter, 
but Professor Dawson has no doubt that our industrial development 
impacts on the health of the eco-system.

Professor Dawson and colleagues from Dundee, Durham, Southampton 
and China are pioneering a new way of measuring and monitoring the 
impact of industrial and agricultural development on the environment. 
They are examining the past condition of environmental resources in 
China’s Yangtze basin region and developing forecasts for the future. 
The team drilled core samples at two lakes in the region, and made 
detailed studies of the sediment they retrieved. From this, they 
examined the condition of resources, which are essential for the 
survival of local communities and are an issue of growing concern as 
China industrialises at an exponential rate.

Is adaptation better than cure?
“Our results demonstrate that for China, as in other developing 
countries, economic growth and intensification of agriculture has 
resulted in degradation of biodiversity and soils and water quality,” 
explained Professor Dawson. “This is an example of the trade-offs 
that society is making with regarding to economic development, 
food security and the environment.”

Perhaps surprisingly, Professor Dawson is not using these findings 
to argue for a drastic cut in carbon emissions, but rather for a 
shift towards a policy of adaptation that would see resources 
diverted instead to the need for enabling communities to mitigate 
the changes.

“I definitely think that adaptation is a better way forward for 
everyone,” he says. “It’s a no-win situation trying to handle carbon 
on a global scale. Some countries ignore any effort to put together 
any kind of mechanism to manage carbon on a global scale. Others 
say, “why should we when they won’t? In the UK, we basically 
contribute 2 per cent of the global carbon emissions. We could 
switch everything off tomorrow and it wouldn’t make a difference if 
we do it unilaterally.

“On the other hand, poor people who stand to be adversely affected 
by climate change could be helped a lot if we use international 
development funds to help them to adapt to climate-based events 
rather than fighting a losing battle. That’s maybe unpalatable to 
some, but it seem to have a more realistic chance of helping people. 

The human race has proved wonderfully adaptive over hundreds 
of thousands of years, and climate change is not an overnight 
phenomenon. We have a chance to help communities and people to 
cope based on evidence rather than apocalyptic predictions about 
what might happen.”

One of the major problems that Professor Dawson sees with trying 
to manage global carbon emissions is the relentless development of 
countries such as China, India and Brazil. When the Kyoto Protocol 
was developed, these countries were excluded from calculations 
because it was deemed unfair to restrict their development in light 
of their relatively low per capita emissions. China is now the world’s 
biggest emitter of carbon, and reportedly builds a new coal-fired 
power station every week. 

Professor Dawson feels it is unrealistic to expect developing nations 
to curtail economic growth, trapping millions of people in poverty 
as a consequence, when the situation has arisen as a result of 
western industrialisation over the past two centuries. 

He continued, “It’s said that the environment takes second place 
to economic development in China but they are actually embracing 
new technology, such as renewable energy, more than many 
western countries. At the same time, China is sitting on enough 
coal for hundreds of years and are encouraging other countries to 
go down a coal-based energy production system and are quick to 
stand up and say “you can’t tell us what to do when you built your 
wealth on this basis”.

“In the medium term at least, there is still a need for a significant 
chunk of our energy output to be met by fossil fuels. Indeed, 
developing countries are only successful if they have the energy 
they require to grow. Should we stop them from succeeding?”

Many environmentalists maintain that the solution to climate 
change is for the world to understand our global interdependency 
but Professor Dawson believes this inextricability actually makes a 
reduction in carbon emissions harder to achieve, compounded by a 
misunderstanding of the role that individuals play in the process.

“Britain, for example, has relied heavily on Chinese manufacturing 
for years,” explained Professor Dawson. “We complain that the 
Chinese environmental record is not great but we’re contributing 
to it. One of the big arguments is that the only way Britain has 
been able to cut its carbon emissions is by outsourcing pollution 
to China. Old industries are not operating in the UK but there is 
still a carbon footprint attached to any product we import. China’s 
wealth is dependent on our consumption so there’s a very complex 
interrelation in global trade that’s hard to unravel. There are 
arguments to suggest that as we become more interconnected it 
becomes harder to affect one part without sending a ripple effect 
throughout the entire system. Look at the sub-prime mortgage 
disaster and now the Eurozone crisis.

“People talk about hitting peak oil, but there always seems to be 
more efficient ways of accessing the product. As oil prices rise, 
other techniques become viable. There seems to be a never-ending 
increasing demand for energy. 

I think, ultimately, we’re going to mine fossil fuels until they run 
out. That’s the reality we have to deal with, and have to help the 
people affected by climate change to deal with.

“There is also a standard of living debate and there are those who 
say we need a contraction in expectations on the past of the western 
nations. You get people in some parts of the world every bit as 
happy as in western nations with emissions and salaries 5-10 times 
higher. But there is still no sign of this appetite being satisfied, and 
indeed it’s being replicated in countries like China.”

The original idea underpinning the Chinese study was a desire to 
devise a set of effective sustainability indicators, similar to the 
ones used to monitor the health of an economy. The project is now 
aiming to develop a regional ‘ecosystem service index’, monitoring 
the health of a region’s environment. Economists often cite 
protectionism as a sure prescription for turning a recession into a 
global depression, but Professor Dawson believes there is actually a 
positive environmental potential in defending the national interest. 

“When times are bad, politicians and policy makers are there to look 
after the interests of their people,” he said. “We are seeing that 
even in rich countries where there are calls for an end to bail-outs 
and international aid. One of the issues that we are developing from 
our work in China is a debate about planetary boundaries – a theory 
about the environmental limit to the expansion of the human 
population. Our current work with the University of Southampton 
involves us trying to see whether we can downscale the idea of 
planetary boundaries to kind of regional boundaries where people 
can live within their environmental means. This might however 
limit the population and the amount of stuff they can produce and 
export in that region but it might be more effective than looking at 
the world as a whole. 

“My feeling is that, for any meaningful reduction in carbon 
emissions to take place, there needs to be a new form of governance 
of global systems, and we face more environmental issues than just 
climate change. There exists an opportunity to protect our doorstep 
businesses. I’m in favour of subsidies and trade barriers as a first 
step to getting a control of our environmental impacts of our lives. 

“We need to bring an evidence base to decision making for policy, 
and I think the way forward is about adaptation. When it snows 
in Scotland the country grinds to a halt, but not Sweden because 
it happens every year and they have adapted by building the 
necessary infrastructure. If this is to be the norm then we can 
adapt to these events on a national or regional basis as they occur 
rather than trying to deal with hypothetical future scenarios which, 
in terms of bringing a hugely complex system of global financial 
interdependency to heel, we are almost powerless to prevent.”

When it snows in Scotland the country grinds 
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