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The climate protection fallac

CO; is not the main problem. Panic decisions cause a lot of damage

REINHOLD
M. KARNER

here is no doubt that we

are experiencing climate

change. For us, this is

new. Not for our planet.
Likewise, one global challenge
and crisis follows the next. Our
world has become a VUCA world
— volatility, uncertainty, com-
plexit and ambiguity.

Upheavals bring
politics to its limits

Many people — including politi-
cians and political parties — be-
lieve radical ideas are now
needed to turn the tide. Other-
wise, the world would end.

The motto is a complete
turnaround, a complete rethink.
From globalisation to deglobali-
sation, combustion engine to the
electric car, climate-damaging
emissions to zero emissions. In
and out. We want to get back into
coal power and out of nuclear en-
ergy — or was it the other way
around?

In all this, hardly anyone con-
siders what happens when we
panic and turn the wheel.

Panic in society
as awhole

If you turn the tide, you may
solve a problem quickly, but often
it creates lots of new problems.
Every action has consequences,
complex ones in the case of sig-
nificant issues. Science then
speaks of ‘second and third-order
effects’. They are what makes it so
difficult for us to assess things
correctly.

First-order effects are the im-
mediate results and effects of a
decision. Second-order effects
are the longer-term effects.
Third-order effects often show
up later and in a completely dif-
ferent way than expected. They
are rarely predictable at first
glance. Our thinking is too under-
complex.

The real-world complexity is
similar to the phenomenon of the
butterfly effect, named after the

Even if our planet were to experience persistent global warming, it would make much more sense to
look at how we can best protect humanity. PHOTO: SHUTTERSTOCK.COM

1972 speech by US scientist Ed-

ward Lorenz (1917-2008), titled:

‘Does the flap of a butterfly’s
wings in Brazil set off a tornado
in Texas?’

And therein lurks the danger.
Those who determine in a rush to
the first option, underestimate
the second and, even more so, the
third-order effects. Prejudices,
blinkers and too little reflection
also lead to wrong decisions.

And then everything
came differently

Things have often turned out dif-
ferently than expected. For exam-
ple, many European countries
relied inherently on Russian gas
and planned the next 50 years
with it. Germany was 55 per cent
dependent, Austria 90 per cent.
But the Russian war of aggres-
sion on Ukraine of February 2022
destroyed these plans within a
few days.

Or consider the Club of Rome’s
infamous 1972 report ‘The Limits
to Growth’: “If the world’s popu-
lation continues to grow at this
rate, humanity will soon have
used up all natural resources,
from oil to metals and minerals.
Copper would be exhausted in
2008 if the Chinese also got tele-
phone connections.”

As the US economist Julian
Simon (1932-1998) asserted as
early as 1981 in his book The Ulti-
mate Resource, the Club of Rome’s
theories were wrong on almost
every point. We have never run
out of resources; more have been
found, some have quadrupled,
without becoming more expen-
sive in real terms.

Only about 6%
of the world’s
population lives
in EU countries —
so our leverage
effect is small

Even air pollution soon de-
clined - the top six air pollutants
by more than two-thirds between
1980 and 2014, according to the
US Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA). Volatile organic
compounds (VOC), nitrogen diox-
ide (NO2), direct particulate mat-
ter, carbon monoxide (CO) and
sulphur dioxide (SOz) were re-
duced by between 53 and 81 per
cent. Lead by 99 per cent!

After the warnings of forest
dieback in the 1970s and 1980s,
many feared that acid rain would
turn European forests into chem-
ical deserts. However, this did not
happen, partly because pollution
levels declined and the warnings
were exaggerated. Even defor-
estation came to a halt in the
wealthy countries. The forest
area in Europe grew a little
between 1990 and 2015.

Future development
completely misjudged

Many forecasts underestimate
human creativity, the potential of
technological change, the more
efficient use of resources and the
discovery of new deposits and
substitutes. The dependence on
copper decreased due to alterna-
tive materials — we increasingly
make phone calls via fibre optics
and radio signals. The doomsay-
ers seem to assume that there is
no progress fundamentally.

But people find solutions. By
their very nature, intelligent, sus-
tainable solutions to problems
require broader thinking and
time. Sometimes it is better to
take small steps than to turn the
tide. That way, mistakes can be
corrected before the damage is
too significant.

Away from climate
protection, towards
human protection

Indeed, our disrespectful treat-
ment of nature has accelerated
climate change. But it is not
solely the work of humans. For
this reason alone, the idea that
humanity can protect the climate
is abstruse. From whom? From
us humans?

No human being can prevent
natural disasters or the next ice
age. The forces of nature do that
all by themselves.

Therefore, moving away from
“climate protection” and protect-
ing people from climate change
would make sense. We don’t
know how exactly the climate
will develop in 30 years.

Forecasts, as mentioned be-
fore, are complicated — we can’t
even accurately predict the
evening’s stock prices in the
morning. So how could that be
possible for decades, given the
complexity of the climate?

But we are experiencing irre-
sponsible panic about a future
scenario that no one is betting
their lives on happening. Even if
our planet were to experience
persistent global warming, as it
has since time immemorial, it
would make much more sense to
look now at how we can best
protect humanity.

Where and how do we live and
build? What will agriculture look
like? And we should not pretend
that CO, is the main problem.

First, empower
poorer countries
to protect the
environment

Yes, we must finally cut back, help
to reduce our emissions and pol-
lutants, use significantly fewer re-
sources and energy, and not put
an undue burden on nature.

But we should not forget that
only about six per cent of the
world’s population lives in the EU
countries — so our leverage effect
is small. China, the world’s
largest greenhouse gas emitter, is
building new coal-fired power
plants. How are we going to coun-
terbalance that?

However, the situation in
poorer countries is getting
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Tackling the main problem: waste
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worse. That is why we should
first help them to be able to af-
ford modern ecological tech-
nologies. Because whatever we
do in terms of climate protec-
tion, the majority of the world
will not support it without help.

As Indian Prime Minister In-
dira Gandhi (1917-1984) already
stated in her brilliant speech in
1972 at the first global confer-
ence on the environment in
Stockholm: “Are not poverty and
need the greatest polluters? The
environment cannot be im-
proved in conditions of
poverty.”

It would, therefore, make
sense to take measures that save
resources and energy and re-
duce the excessive emissions of
our luxury society. It would be
wise, for example, to abolish
cruises, the luxury class of all
cars and private jets, and to
limit flights to a moderate level.

And since concrete produc-
tion is known to be a climate
killer: why don’t we erect time-
lessly beautiful, more sustain-
able buildings and preserve
them for the long term instead
of tearing them down again
after a few decades?

But we are not doing any of
that. Instead, we switch to elec-
tric cars, whose electricity only
seems to come from the socket
and whose ecological balance
sheet is bad. Climate protection-
ists are incredibly reluctant to
talk about the production
and disposal of batteries. The

necessary gigantic expansion of
the electricity grids will not only
be sinfully expensive, but be-
cause of future alternative tech-
nologies, it is money wasted, a
mortgage for generations.
However, we are becoming fix-
ated on a single concept and
politically blocking the develop-
ment of other technologies.

Highly heated
digitalisation

We also need to talk about digi-
talisation’s gigantic and rapidly
increasing energy consumption.
The worldwide electricity con-
sumption for streaming feature
films, YouTube videos, TV and
music alone is around 200 bil-
lion kilowatt hours per year.

That is roughly equivalent to
the combined electricity con-
sumption of all private house-
holds in Germany, Italy and
Poland. Blockchain technology
for cryptocurrencies or artifi-
cial intelligence also consumes
excessive electricity and water
to cool the data centres. For ex-
ample, each ChatGPT conversa-
tion alone “swallows” half a litre
of water.

In 2020, almost 10 per cent of
the world’s electricity consump-
tion was used to produce and
operate digital devices. By 2030,
this is expected to increase by
up to 80 per cent, possibly even
doubling within 15 years.

We could save much of this if
we did not expand the modern
media ever more unbridled.

The main issue:
the rubbish

Instead of considering how we
can reduce CO, locally in the
short term, we would be better
off tackling the main problem,
waste.

Nowhere did nature ever have
the idea of residual waste. In-
stead, everything in nature is a
cycle. Nothing remains useless or
worthless. Nature has always re-
cycled wisely.

If we were to adapt this concept
and design all systems in cycles,
no CO: would be produced as
“waste” but would remain in a
process.

It should alarm
us that we
already consume
an average of
five grams of
microplastic,

the weight of

a credit card, per
week with our
food alone

But we only look at the CO, as
just one symptom of many. We
think that if we turn this screw,
everything will be better. But that
is a mistake. It’s the other way
around: if we live in cycles in the
spirit of nature, the co, problem
becomes superfluous.

We should take nature’s con-
cepts as a model, so that the
many adverse effects do not arise
in the first place.

It should alarm us that we al-
ready consume an average of five
grams of microplastic, the weight
of a credit card, per week with
our food alone. In the meantime,
the Medical University of Vienna
has proven that these tiny micro-
and nano-plastic particles even
cross the blood-brain barrier and
enter the brain.

There would be countless sen-
sible ideas: we don’t have to have
12 fashion collections a year,
products don’t have to be pack-
aged several times for exagger-
ated hygiene reasons and much
more. But we produce rubbish
without end.

Thinking through
innovations better

Even with innovations, the sec-
ond and third-order effects are
rarely considered holistically. For
example, although LEDs con-
sume up to 90 per cent less elec-
tricity, their production and
disposal are much more prob-
lematic than that of the old
incandescent lamps, which con-
sisted only of glass and little

metal. Moreover, LED luminaires
rarely last the promised 30,000
hours because their ballasts
often break down far earlier and
cannot be repaired.

And their components — from
plastics to electronics to rare
earth, the mining of which is as-
sociated with significant environ-
mental damage — de facto end up
in the residual waste because
proper recycling is too expensive.
In addition, there is the rebound
effect: because LEDs are econom-
ical, consumers use many more
lamps than before.

Learning from
nature

Whether electric cars or LEDs,
the “second and third order ef-
fects” were not intended in this
way, although they could have
been foreseen with proper
thought. This does not happen to
nature. Humans should fit into
nature’s cycles. As soon as we
have built all our systems on the
idea of recycling, we will no
longer have to worry about man-
made CO,.

We wi112n0t be able to avoid tak-
ing the principle of sustainability
seriously: “As much as necessary
and as little as possible”.

Reinhold M. Karner is a success
coach for entrepreneurs, executives
and start-ups, chairman (e.g. AP
Valletta), university lecturer, colum-
nist, book author, fellow and am-
bassador of The RSA London.
www.RMK.org

Saint James
Hospital Zejtun
gets 1s0 9001:2015
certification

Saint James Hospital Zejtun has
received the prestigious iso
9001:2015 certification earlier
this month, becoming the first
multidisciplinary hospital in
Malta to get this quality seal.

ISO 9001:2015 is an interna-
tionally recognised standard for
quality management systems, fo-
cusing on enhancing customer
satisfaction, continuous im-
provement and efficient pro-
cesses.

“We have always advocated an
unwavering commitment to con-
tinued improvement in the ser-
vices we offer, while ensuring,
above all, that our patients re-
ceive the highest level of care in
a safe and secure environment,”

Group CEO Jean Claude Muscat
said.

He added that the hospital’s
pursuit in achieving this certifi-
cation is part of its broader vi-
sion to be a leader in healthcare
excellence, delivering innovative
and patient-oriented care across
a wide range of medical special-
ties.

Achieving such a standard
across the hospital allows for an
increased level of trust and con-
fidence between the patient and
the hospital which is critical to
improved patient outcomes,
Muscat continued.

Achieving the certification in-
volved a comprehensive evalua-
tion of the hospital’s quality

St James Hospital Zejtun

management system, including
rigorous audits and assessments
conducted by independent third-
party experts. The certification
process covered various areas of
the hospital’s operations, such as
patient care, medical processes,
infrastructure and support
services.

“As always, we have maintained
our vision to continuously invest
in the latest medical technologies
while attracting top medical pro-
fessionals and fostering a culture
of higher standards of care, thus
reinforcing our commitment to
set industry benchmarks,”
Muscat underlined.

“In fact, this certification is the
result of years of hard work and
commitment by all the team
headed by the dedicated Quality
and Standards team.”

He acknowledged all the staff
who worked hard and “with so
much enthusiasm and energy to
achieve such important goals”.



