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SFP&D Newsletter # 2 
December 2010  

Achieving widespread action on climate change when many don’t 

believe it is real 

In his lecture titled Human-Made Climate Change: A Moral, Political and Legal Issue given in Tokyo 

on 27th October 2010, leading NASA climatologist, Dr. James E. Hansen said, “it is difficult for the 

public to recognize that we have a [climate change] crisis, because human-made global warming, so 

far, is small compared to day-to-day weather fluctuations. Yet the fact is: we have an emergency.”  

Climate science is telling us that atmospheric carbon dioxide (CO2) is warming the planet and has 

already reached a dangerous level. It has increased from 280ppm (parts per million) 200 years ago to 

390ppm today, and is increasing by approximately 2ppm per annum.  

Already at 390ppm of CO2 we have seen this year a climate of extremes. The disastrous floods in 

Pakistan, Moscow’s record heat and fires, South China’s drought followed by floods and landslides, 

the coldest start to winter in northern Europe on record, Canada’s warmest winter ever, Israel’s  

terrible bushfires, and at home, record spring rains in Eastern Australia are just some of extreme 

weather events we have witnessed during 2010.  

According to the World Meteorological Organisation, 2010 is set to be the hottest year on record. 

And there is still warming ‘in the pipeline’ according to Hansen. “We’ve only seen about half of the 

eventual global warming due to current levels of CO2 already in the air.”  

Most alarmingly, Hansen estimates CO2 will be 400ppm by 2016 if greenhouse emissions continue 

to increase and from his analysis of Earth’s ancient past, this level of CO2 will eventually lead to a 

25m sea level rise! Satellite measurements show the total current mass loss of Antarctica and 

Greenland is already greater than 300 cubic kilometres per year.  

The following link provides dramatic evidence of how quickly glaciers have been melting in a 

warming Arctic and Alpine environment produced when atmospheric CO2 concentration was 

385ppm.  

 http://www.ted.com/talks/lang/eng/james_balog_time_lapse_proof_of_extreme_ice_loss.html   

http://www.ted.com/talks/lang/eng/james_balog_time_lapse_proof_of_extreme_ice_loss.html


SFP&D Newsletter # 2 December 2010 Page 2 

 

The warming waters around Antarctica are alarming scientists too according to the article ‘The 

Warming Antarctica: A Citadel of Ice begins to Melt’, published by Yale School of Forestry & 

Environmental Studies, 22 November 2010. Changing atmospheric and oceanic circulation patterns 

around Antarctica, which holds 90% of the world’s ice, have caused the deep and relatively warm 

Antarctic Circumpolar Current to be funnelled up to the frozen surface melting ice shelves, glaciers, 

and sea ice.  

The northern Antarctic Peninsula is now warming faster than virtually any place on Earth. Antarctic 

krill and silverfish, which are ice-dependent, are now in short supply. As a result, Adelie penguin 

populations have plummeted by 75% and more in the north-western Antarctic Peninsula. 

Of particular concern to scientists is the effect this warm water is having on huge Antarctic glaciers. 

Scientists believe the warm water is melting the submerged undersides of ice shelves attached to 

the front of these glaciers, causing them to thin resulting in glaciers charging into the sea. If the 

Antarctic Pine Island and Thwaites glaciers flow into the Southern Ocean, sea levels will rise by 

nearly 2m in the next 50 years.       

Sea level rise is not the only disaster humanity faces from climate change. At the moment there is a 

rapid poleward shift of climate zones, moving 50-60 kilometres per decade, altering the distribution 

patterns of plants and changing habitats resulting in the extinction of species and the likely collapse 

of ecosystems. The Royal Society recently reported that there are very strong indications that the 

current rate of species extinctions far exceeds anything in the fossil record. 

Other imminent climate change disasters that humanity must prepare for have been summarised in 

a 15th November Climate Progress article titled ‘A stunning year in climate science reveals that 

human civilization is on the precipice’. Scientists have reported in the last 12 months that: 

 Global warming is blamed for a 40% decline in the ocean’s phytoplankton, which are the 

foundation of the bountiful marine food web, and produce half the world’s oxygen while 

sucking up harmful CO2.  

 The large sub-sea methane (CH4) permafrost stores near Eastern Siberia are clearly 

perforated and sedimentary CH4 is escaping to the atmosphere. Release of even a fraction 

of the CH4 stored in the shelf could trigger abrupt climate warming because CH4 is much 

more potent heat-trapping gas than CO2. 

 The National Center for Atmospheric Research analysis warns that humanity faces multiple, 

devastating global droughts, even on a moderate greenhouse emissions path. NCAR reports 

that droughts may be the impact of human-caused climate change that effects most people 

by 2050. NCAR also reports that the number of record-breaking hot days is twice as high as 

the record cold days. That number is expected to increase to 20 to one by late this century if 

we continue to burn fossil fuels at the current rate. 

 Fierce storms are already increasing in frequency, and more powerful hurricanes lie ahead. 

In the last 10 years there have been three times as many category 5 hurricanes in the 

Atlantic as than that has occurred in previous recorded history.   
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  A Nature Geoscience study warned that oceans are acidifying [from CO2 dissolving in sea 

water] 10 times faster today than 55 million years ago when mass extinction of marine 

species occurred. Marine life and all who depend on it are at grave risk from unrestricted 

emissions of greenhouse gases.  

The Climate Progress article concludes that unrestricted emissions of greenhouse gases threaten 

multiple catastrophes, any one of which justifies action. Together, they represent the gravest threat 

to humanity imaginable.   

Implications for organisations and communities of worsening climate 

change  

The implications of our changing climate are already being felt differently by diverse organisations 

and communities around the globe. And the situation is getting worse as the Planet continues to 

warm because of our ongoing reliance on fossil fuels, particularly coal. 

We’re now at a point where, according to current climate science, even if greenhouse emission 

gases are significantly reduced today, mitigation efforts alone are not enough to prevent climate 

related disasters. Humanity must also prepare to adapt to the extreme effects of climate change; 

and we must start now because the ‘adaption planning window’ is much shorter than scientists 

thought. 

Some of the consequences of a warming Planet that organisations and communities must now deal 

with and adapt to include: 

 20% of global companies using large amounts of water are already experiencing damage to 

their businesses from drought, floods, and rising prices. Companies most at risk are in the 

food & drink, tobacco, and the metals & mining sectors. (The Guardian, ‘Growing pressure of water 

supplies affecting one in five global businesses’, 12
th

 November 2010)   

 Insurance companies are factoring in the risks of climate related disasters 

 Banks are assessing the threats of climate change in their lending decisions [and by 

inference, fund managers will be assessing the climate risks faced by particular industries 

and companies.]  

 Food prices will increase significantly in 2011 claims the UN agency, the Food and Agriculture 

Organisation, and climate change is a key contributing factor. Price hikes of 41% in wheat, 

47% in maize, and 33% in sugar are forecasted by the FAO. The last time this happened it 

sparked riots from Mexico to Indonesia. (The Independent, ‘Climate change and disease will spark new 

food crisis, says UN’, 18
th

 November 2010)     

 A most disturbing implication of climate change was featured in a 26 November 2010 article 

in the Financial Review tilted ‘Change may cause conflicts’. It featured the UK’s Special Envoy 

for Climate and Energy, Rear Admiral Neil Morisetti who claimed that climate change will 

cause tensions over resources which could add to global conflict and disrupt vital trade 

routes. He said defence forces must be prepared for such conflicts as tensions grow over 
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access to food, water, and energy. Extreme weather events are becoming more frequent 

and could cause a rise in organised crime or mass migration within and between nations as 

sea levels rise and crops fail, leaving people without livelihoods. 

Achieving widespread action on climate change  

As mentioned earlier, it is difficult for the public to recognize that climate change is real and that we 

have a crisis, because anthropogenic or human-made global warming, so far, is small compared to 

day-to-day weather fluctuations.  

When many people are not sensing there is a crisis how can leaders get people to realize that 

humanity is facing a very grave predicament? How can organisational and community leaders 

generate widespread action for change? How can they create the conditions so people are 

motivated to produce innovative solutions that will help address complex climate problems? How 

can people produce their own anticipatory plans while at the same time being able to deal with 

many different vested interests? 

To tackle these difficult questions you first need to understand what people believe about climate 

change. From this knowledge an action planning process can be designed that enables people from 

all walks of life to work together to develop their own sustainable futures. 

To understand what drives people from all walks of life to jointly take action on climate change, in 

mid-2009 Professor Merrelyn Emery initiated a world first climate change segmentation pilot study 

on people’s beliefs and actions on climate change. During this period we also conducted ‘sustainable 

future planning’ action research workshops in Australia and Canada. Our research discovered that: 

1. For people to be motivated to fight climate change they must believe that the phenomenon 

is real 

2. People must be able to conceive of a world in at least 20 years time  

3. People are observing what is happening in the physical environment around them and know 

something must and can be done to address it  

4. To effectively transform climate change belief systems and to start getting widespread 

action on climate change people need to be able to develop their own sustainable futures 

The climate change segmentation study highlighted that there is still a significant number of people 

not convinced of human-made climate change. The ratio of ‘Believers & Doers’ to ‘Don’t-Knows’ to 

‘Sceptics & Deniers’ is 55% to 27% to 18%. 

This analysis highlights that nearly half the population is not motivated to take action. Furthermore, 

our research revealed that people are not able to envisage a future more than about 10 years away. 

This capacity has gradually been lost over the last 40 years. This loss creates real problems for 

educators and policy makers who are working and planning for 20-30 year time horizons.  

Consequently, climate scientists, politicians and leaders in general cannot expect people to be 

motivated to take action against something which is literally ‘out of their minds’ in terms of time and 

is also likely to be on a scale of devastation which they cannot currently conceive.  
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This state of affairs is being exploited by those who have a vested interest in denying climate change, 

in particular its origins in green house gas emissions such as CO2 and methane. They use people’s 

lack of motivation to take action and inability to envisage long term futures to endorse a business-

as-usual way of life.  

However, despite the ongoing debate about climate change, most people continue to see changes 

happening around them – they know something can and must be done to deal with it.  

Another important aspect of designing a planning process to motivate people to take action centres 

on how much our living planet has been affected by climate change. As mentioned in our July 2010 

newsletter tilted ‘Adapting to climate change: an imperative for all of us’, we highlighted that the 

climate change debate has shifted from a focus mainly on mitigation efforts to how humanity is 

going to adapt to more severe climate. Therefore, an all-inclusive climate change planning process 

must produce strategies that can both effectively mitigate global warming and enable an 

organisation or community to quickly adapt to its extreme effects.  

We also highlighted that governments and businesses across the globe are escalating the 

development of climate change adaption strategies, including the US, which is preparing for 

anticipated disasters that will cause a greater than 500% increase in the number of expected heat-

related deaths in large US cities and cause the large-scale retreat of populations from at-risk areas. 

 While some adaption plans have been developed and implemented, much of it is in a reactive 

sense, such as attempting to secure water supplies after prolonged drought.  Effective adaption 

plans are contextual and anticipatory in nature and are based on understanding the relationships 

between humanity and our organisations and communities, and the probable future of Planet Earth. 

The planning process must also be able to deal with numerous variables and different vested 

interests, as well as being able to generate widespread commitment and motivate people with vastly 

different beliefs about the reality of climate change. 

While a number of organisations and communities have put in place plans to reverse the effects of 

climate change; some groups are using methods that do not generate far-reaching enthusiasm or 

commitment, while others do not know what to do. 

The most popular strategy adopted so far to achieve widespread action on climate change seems to 

be the dissemination of expert advice and information to increase belief. The problem with this top-

down strategy is that information alone does not change beliefs or behaviour. If it did, we would all 

be slim and healthy and there would be no behaviour such as drink driving or domestic violence.  

Planning processes that rely primarily on providing people with expert advice and information do 

not produce a framework and the conditions for people to cooperatively work together on a 

common purpose such as tackling climate change. At best they may engage some who believe in 

climate change; however this won’t lead to widespread action. 

What is needed is a bottom-up action planning process that is designed to motivate participants and 

induce cooperation around an agreed plan of action; one that will enable organisations and 

communities to develop their own solutions to effectively tackle climate change.  
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Our action research has discovered that many leaders do not have the skill and knowledge to 

successfully complete this task. As such, in 2009 we pioneered and launched the Sustainable Future 

Planning & Design (SFP&D) development program to generate widespread climate change action.  

The program revolves around a one-day training workshop. During the workshop leaders are 

introduced to planning and design tools that can be readily applied in their organisations and 

communities for the development of action plans to effectively adapt to climate change and mitigate 

its effects.  

The planning process is designed to deal with numerous climate change variables and different 

vested interests. It is also structured to generate widespread commitment and motivate people with 

vastly different beliefs about the reality of climate change – whether they be ‘Believers & Doers’, 

‘Don’t-Knows’ or ‘Sceptics & Deniers’. 

And although the planning process can be informed by advice, research and information, it doesn’t 

rely on experts trying to explain climate science. People already know what is happening in the 

physical environment around them. All they need is a planning process like the SFP&D program to 

help them address it. 

We know from our vast experience that it is only by involving others in the wider community to 

come up with their own local solutions that anything real and lasting will be achieved.  

We also know that achieving widespread action can only be reached when:  

1. People work together on a common purpose that is of vital interest to all of them, such as 

deciding what Australia and/or the planet should look like in 20 years time, and  

2. The planning process involves a real task with a real outcome involving real action.  

The message from this action research is that to achieve widespread action on climate change you 

need to have a bottom-up action planning process such as our SFP&D development program that 

can quickly produce beneficial outcomes for communities and organisations. 

Steps organisational and community leaders can take now to prepare and 

plan for looming climate disasters 

The first step involves understanding what people believe about climate change and what will 

motivate them to take action, because without motivation, coping capabilities will be weakened and 

the best plans will fail. 

From this knowledge a suitable action planning process can be designed that enables organisations 

and communities to develop their own sustainable futures. 

Step 1: undertake a climate change diagnostic  

The first step leaders need to undertake is a climate change-related diagnostic of their respective 

organisations / supply chains and communities. 



SFP&D Newsletter # 2 December 2010 Page 7 

 

This involves surveying people using a climate change resilience survey like the one we have 

produced that:  

 Determines the organisational / supply chain or community capacity to effectively adapt to 

climate change and respond to its extreme effects  

 Provides an understanding of how people see climate change 

 Identifies the determinants of engagement and motivation that are operating within a 

specific organisation or community  

 Determines whether the conditions are in place to generate high levels of energy and 

creativity in order to produce the best solutions for a sustainable future  

The outputs from this diagnostic are then used to inform an organisational or community 

sustainable future planning program. 

Step 2: decide the appropriate sustainable future planning process 

As mentioned above, we developed the Sustainable Future Planning & Design (SFP&D) 

development program to help organisational and community leaders readily produce action plans to 

effectively adapt to climate change and mitigate its effects. It is a relatively simple process to learn 

and it can be used quite quickly to generate widespread action on climate change for those 

organisations and communities that haven’t experienced conflict over climate change.  

If however, the planning process needs to address high levels of climate change conflict, as is the 

case currently in the Murray Darling Irrigation Area where there are protracted disputes over water 

allocation, then the SFP&D program will be inadequate. 

Also, if a food manufacturer for example, has concerns about the resilience of a food producing 

community and wants to engage this community in a whole system sustainable future planning 

program so the goals produced can then be incorporated into companywide business plans, then a 

much more comprehensive planning process must be utilised. 

In more complex climate related planning situations like these we use the Search Conference (SC). 

We have designed a customised SC to alert people to the consequences of the environmental 

changes taking place around them by including a separate step of compiling data about what has 

been happening to the planet over the last few decades. Participants then work out what the most 

probable planet will look like in 10 years time if nothing is done differently. We have called this 

custom designed SC the SC(planet) or SC (p). 

SC(p) is a participative strategic planning process for organisations and communities operating in 

turbulent and uncertain social and climate-related environments. It is a highly effective and reliable 

method for participative, active adaptive strategic planning and has the power to produce learning, 

planning organisations and communities committed to making their own futures. 

As an intensive, participative two-day event the SC(p): 
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1. Provides a strategic framework within which other initiatives, such as benchmarking or the 

involvement of a total supply chain in the planning process, can be integrated to produce a 

comprehensive set of sustainable future objectives ; 

2. Explores changing market, industry and climate conditions so that the plan developed 

reflects, anticipates, and is responsive to, the changing social and climate environments; and 

3. Allows participants to plan the future as a collective 

Step 3: undertaking a follow-up climate change diagnostic  

About six months after the sustainable future planning event a follow-up climate change diagnostic 

is undertaken. This a shorter version of the climate change resilience survey and it will determine 

how well strategic action plans are:  

 Improving organisational or community capacity to effectively adapt to climate change 

and respond to its extreme effects  

 Improving people’s understanding of climate change 

 Increasing engagement, motivation and coping capabilities 

 Generating high levels of energy, creativity and innovative sustainable future solutions  

The survey outputs will also help us produce resilience trend reports that will provide valuable 

insights for strategic planners, policy makers, and risk managers and for those who are responsible 

for sustainability.   

The future 

Climate science is telling us that there is a very high probability that humanity will face a climate 

catastrophe that will be out of our control if we continue with our business-as-usual way of life.  

And the short-term prognosis does not paint a rosy picture. Although 2010 looks like it will be the 

hottest year on record, this has occurred under the influence of a cooling La Nina phase in the Pacific 

and low solar irradiance from the sun. Scientists are predicting that we’ll soon move to a warming El 

Nino event and solar irradiance will climb out of its recent solar minimum. 

In a paper on James Hansen’s website (http://www.columbia.edu/~jeh1/ ) called ‘How warm was 

this summer?’ he predicts: 

 “...it is likely that 2012 will reach a record high global temperature. The principal caveat is that the 

duration of the current La Nina could stretch an extra year, as some prior La Ninas have. Given the 

association of extreme weather and climate events with rising global temperature, the expectation of 

new record high temperatures in 2012 also suggests that the frequency and magnitude of extreme 

events could reach a high level in 2012. Extreme events include not only high temperatures, but also 

indirect effects of a warming atmosphere including the impact of higher temperature on extreme 

rainfall and droughts. The greater water vapour content of a warmer atmosphere allows larger 

rainfall anomalies and provides the fuel for stronger storms driven by latent heat.”  

http://www.columbia.edu/~jeh1/
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There is now a sense of urgency for people and their organisations and communities to start 

developing their sustainable future plans; particularly adaption plans because they often involve 

longer implementation periods. 

One area of adaption planning organisations and communities need to consider is the implication of 

extreme heat. In a 6th December 2010 article by Geoff Maslen in The Age, titled ‘Victoria vulnerable 

to heat rises’, it summarised a report by five Australian Universities of Victoria’s unprecedented 

heatwave in the summer of 2009. The report highlighted that: 

 Victoria’s electricity grid came close to failing and shutting down the entire state and 

government and emergency services were unable to cope 

 The heat affected the elderly with 374 more deaths recorded in the 10-day heatwave before 

Black Saturday when 173 perished in Victoria’s worst bushfire day 

 Melting road bitumen left a significant portion of the Port of Melbourne unusable for days 

 Climate change will make such events more likely and will “test the resilience of expanding 

metropolitan areas unless forewarning and other adaption strategies are successful”.    

People must be given the opportunity and tools now so they can collectively work together to 

develop their own sustainable future plans.  

The SFP&D and SC(p) sustainable future planning processes and accompanying resilience surveys are 

very effective and efficient programs that can be readily applied to help organisations and 

communities develop action plans to effectively adapt to climate change and mitigate its effects.  

The programs also introduce government, business, education and community leaders to planning 

and design tools that can be applied for other planning initiatives in their organisations and 

communities.  

Governments too can make the most of action plans developed, particularly those produced by 

communities. For example, if multiple SFP&D community programs are established it wouldn’t take 

long to generate widespread action at a regional, state or nation level.  

At a national level it can even provide a roadmap for successful action across the country. Consider 

the following process for generating widespread action on climate change nationally.  

Select 30 people from about 50 regions around the country to be participants in the SFP&D 

program. Each region will come up with their own picture of the most desirable Australia and/or 

planet and the most effective actions to get there.  

Then ask each of the regional groups to send 3 of their people to Canberra to integrate their 

conclusions so that we have a widespread and thoroughly discussed national picture. The 27 who 

didn’t go to Canberra would go home to their own towns and involve others in putting local plans 

into action.  

This would give the best of all worlds: government would be able to work from a broad based 

national picture knowing that the same approach would be going into action at the grassroots 
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generating more enthusiasm, creativity and innovation as action plans roll out. And it wouldn’t take 

years to get action happening. A program such as this could be completed within 6 months. 

Finally, the last sentence in Elizabeth Kolbert’s book, ‘Field Notes from a Catastrophe’, states:    

“It may seem impossible to imagine that that a technologically advanced society could choose, in 

essence, to destroy itself, but that is what we are now in the process of doing.” 

Self-destruction is not an option if people are given the opportunity and appropriate tools to be able 

to collectively develop their own sustainable future plans. When it happens the conditions are 

established where it’s in people’s interests to help each other and care for the planet.  

Program support 

We have established a new website (www.sustainablefutureplanning.com.au) to provide more 

details about the SFP&D and SC(p) programs and the socio-ecological theory that underpins it, as 

well as the climate science that informs it. 

This website will also be a vehicle for people to share their adaption and mitigation planning 

experiences. And although adaption plans are often specific to local contexts, people can still learn 

from other initiatives and if required, adjust them to suit their own circumstances. 

Finally, we trust that you find our new website helpful. If you have any comments about it or queries 

with any of the above please call or send us an email.   

Peter Aughton and Merrelyn Emery, 

Founding members of the Sustainable Future Planning & Design (SFP&D) development program 

and its associated website www.sustainablefutureplanning.com.au  

Contact details 
 

Peter Aughton 

Managing Director 

AMERIN Pty Ltd 

PO Box 1237 

Surrey Hills North, VIC 3127 

Mob: 0409 415 956 

Email: peter.aughton@amerin.com.au  

www.amerin.com.au  

  

Merrelyn Emery 

Adjunct professor (PT), Department of Applied 

Human Science, Concordia University 

Associate, Amerin Pty Ltd 

121 Summerville Cres.,  

Florey, ACT, 2615 

Phone:  02 6258 9658 

Email:  memery9@bigpond.com  
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