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Climate Change: A crucial issue of our times

Welcome to the SEARCH Members Dis-
cussion Bulletin on Climate Change. 
Thanks to those members who have con-

tributed. Other members are encouraged to contrib-
ute to what we hope will be a lively ongoing discus-
sion of this crucial issue.

The SEARCH Foundation has long recognised that cli-
mate change is a major threat to the future of human 
civilisation and to the complex ecology of Planet Earth, 
humanity’s home. The threats to society and to all life 
forms on Earth from climate change are growing rapidly, 
almost by the day. There is now little time to reverse the 
trends that threaten to overwhelm our environment and 
civilisation.

The SEARCH Committee and recent AGMs have dis-
cussed climate change and last year’s AGM overwhelm-
ingly carried this resolution. In this statement last year, 
the SEARCH Committee said:

In Australia and globally, the only answer to denial 
and inaction must be a broad and powerful people’s 
movement, operating in communities, workplaces, 
schools, universities and all the institutions of civil 
society. Such a movement must mobilise beyond the 
scale even of the Vietnam Moratorium movement of 
the early 1970s and the demonstrations against the 
looming Iraq war of 2003.

The 2019 AGM Resolution, The Climate Crisis: human-
ity’s greatest challenge today noted that:

The climate crisis encompasses a vast range of social, 
political and economic issues, and SEARCH can help 
develop a broad analysis that includes the labour 
movement along with environmental activists. 

And that

A key priority for SEARCH should be to imagine and 
work for solutions based on human rights, social 
justice and solidarity, to bring about change that is 
in line with the democratic, ecological and socialist 
goals of SEARCH; that enforces the common interests 
of the vast majority of humanity over narrow corpo-
rate interests, especially those of wealthy and pow-
erful fossil-fuel industries; and to assert community 

ownership and control of the power industry to fast-
track the building of renewable energy sources and a 
rapid end to the burning of fossil fuels.

The SEARCH Climate Action Working Group (CAWG) 
decided on a few initiatives that could be achieved with 
available resources, and now within the constraints of 
the COVID-19 crisis. 

SEARCH hosted a recent Zoom public forum that fea-
tured Sean Sweeney of the US-based Trade Unions for 
Energy Democracy (TUED), and Kate Lee, involved in 
the TUED project through Apheda Union Aid Abroad. 
This was a joint event with the United Workers Union, 
the Electrical Trades Union and the Maritime Division 
of the CFMMEU (recorded and available here).

We also aimed to produce two publications: this mem-
ber’s discussion bulletin, and a special publication 
on climate change for wider public distribution, as a 
SEARCH contribution to the broad people’s movements 
around climate change. This publication is currently be-
ing drafted and developed.

We hope that members views published here will inspire 
you to action, provide information and ideas that will 
assist your advocacy for action on climate, and inspire 
you to consider producing articles or images for future 
publications.

Above all, we encourage members to be involved in 
the broad people’s movements. SEARCH will promote, 
contribute to, build and take part in these movements, 
campaigns and actions as best we can. 
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Wise counsel advises that it is important to 
look not where you fell, but where you 
slipped. In attempting to understand the 

collective political lethargy on display in dealing 
with the climate issue, it is imperative that we un-
derstand where we went wrong.  

In the post-Enlightenment era, scientific rationali-
ty changed the way people thought about the world in 
which they lived. Seventeenth century French Philoso-
pher Descartes, a major proponent of rationality, viewed 
formal reasoning as the path to making absolutely cer-
tain conclusions and, consequently, decisions. This epis-
temology of objective truth sought to usurp the prevail-
ing belief-based reasoning of the time, a battle of ideas 
that German Philosopher Leo Strauss terms Ancients 
vs Modern. Modern scientific method assumes value 
neutrality, defining things only as they are, whilst the 
Ancient (Aristotelian) method assumes the existence 
of final causes and a consideration of the sum of their 

Climate Change and the Cost of the Planet 

surrounding teleologies. The ancients proposed ideals 
for society which served as moral statutes for people 
to strive towards, thereby building societies structured 
around virtue. This differs from the value neutrality of 
modernity in which society is structured around ratio-
nal individual interest informed by a strict realism. Po-
litical decisions are made through proper consideration 
of the facts and a system by which the facts are priori-
tised. Without a proper value system, the value neutral 
approach does not present a mechanism for prioritizing 
the facts. Modernity compensates for this inadequacy by 
simulating value through either relativism, historicism, 
scientism, economism, or nihilism. In the West, econo-
mism/capitalism has largely been adopted as a means of 
importing value into political decisions. Decisions are 
made by assessing the economic benefits flowing from 
all available options and selecting the option that maxi-
mises the economic benefit. 

It therefore comes as no surprise that the Climate Change 

Gilmour Chimbetete
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debate, both locally and internationally, has been char-
acterised by a manufactured conflict between econom-
ic advancement and reduction of carbon emissions. 
Though current political debate revolves around weigh-
ing the economic value of continuing to pollute against 
the economic cost of transition to renewable energy, the 
scientifically-proven consequence of continuing to pol-
lute begs a response from all who hope to continue to 
call this little blue dot ‘home’. An attempt to address this 
was first made in the Kyoto Protocol agreement, adopt-
ed in Japan in 1997, and then in its successor, the Paris 
Accord signed in 2016.  

The Kyoto Protocol agreement was an international 
agreement linked to the 1992 United Nations Frame-
work Convention on Climate Change. The developed 
countries which were signatories to this agreement were 
required to follow the limits on their carbon emissions 
which it dictated. The first commitment period of the 
Kyoto Protocol was started in 2008 and ended in 2012 
(UNCC). The Kyoto Protocol set up targets for countries 
to limit their carbon emissions. The allowed emissions 
are divided into assigned amount units (AAU); under ar-
ticle 7 of the Kyoto Protocol, countries that had not used 
their allowed AAU within the commitment period could 
sell their AAU to the countries that had exceeded their 
AAU. This was the commoditization of carbon, assign-
ing monetary or exchange value to a gas that is known 
to contribute to climate change. The Clean Development 
Mechanism, Joint Implementation, and International 
Emissions Trading (Drexhage, 2008, 2) were established 
to coordinate carbon markets and ensure emission reduc-
tion targets were being met. However, this only served 
to provide avenues to profit from carbon trading. Trade 
in carbon increased from zero in 2005 to 3 billion tons 
in 2010. In June 2010, almost 585,296 contracts were 
traded. In the time period between 2005 to 2010, the cost 
of carbon oscillated between 10 and 30 Euros per tonne 
(Swyngedouw, 4-5). It is fair to say the Kyoto Protocol 
did not meet its intended requirements and needed to be 
replaced. In its stead, the Accord de Paris was signed 
in 2016. The Paris Accord’s target is to limit the global 
average temperature to 2℃ above pre-industrial levels. 
The Accord attempts to do so by allowing countries to 
pledge their own targets with no commitment to achiev-
ing them, nor a mechanism of holding them to account. 
The trading of carbon as a commodity remains largely 
unchanged.  

The Paris Accord is an iteration of the Kyoto Protocol 
meant to debug the institution established in Japan. Un-
der the two international climate agreements, Australia 
has the following targets for the reduction of greenhouse 
gas emissions: 

• 8% above 1990 levels by 2012 (under the first com-

mitment period, Kyoto Protocol); 

• 5% below 2000 levels by 2020 (under the second 
commitment period, Kyoto Protocol); and 

• 26-28% below 2005 levels by 2030 (under the Paris 
Agreement). 

It is, however, evident that these targets are inadequate 
to address the problem and the UN has recently sought 
to increase Australia’s targets. The lack of political appe-
tite from the government to increase the targets reflects 
a lack of appreciation for the gravity of the issue, a point 
blatantly laid bare by Australia’s showing at the Pacific 
Island Forum in August 2019.  

Both agreements have failed to address the climate issue 
as they are fundamentally informed by economic con-
siderations, with the reduction of emissions a subordi-
nate to economics. Governments all over the world as-
sess the impact of necessary changes on their respective 
economies to inform their adopted targets. This myopic 
approach ignores the final consequences of the climate 
issue and defers difficult decisions to later generations 
who may have lost the opportunity to save the planet. 
It is evident, now more than ever, that economism has 
brought alienation between humanity and nature and it 
may cost us the earth. 

To appropriately evaluate the problem, the planet must 
not be viewed as a means to an economic end, but rather 
an end in itself. The planet must be saved not because it 
is profitable to do so, but because it is the only one we 
have. Our political philosophy is chiefly concerned with 
economic value and is therefore inherently incapable of 
tackling an issue like climate change, whose significance 
is beyond pecuniary; after all, how much is a habitable 
planet worth?  

Any attempt to assign economic value to a priceless good 
devalues it as it becomes available to those who can af-
ford. What we obtain too cheap we esteem too lightly; it 
is the dearness that gives everything its value, according 
to American philosopher Thomas Paine. Valuing every-
thing economically has resulted in a society that does not 
truly value anything. Could it be that we slipped back 
when we stopped considering final causes and the sum 
of all the teleologies, choosing to make decisions purely 
on an economic basis; and is this where we have fallen, 
where we are incapable of making logical decisions, in-
cluding those that will preserve life on this planet? 

Gilmour Chimbetete is a climate conscious project man-
ager, father, activist and law student originally from 
Zimbabwe and now from Australia. 
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Workers and Environmentalists need to work together to 
build a better world 

Felicity Wade and Steve Murphy

As the challenges of a warming climate bear 
down on Australia’s working class faster 
than we anticipated, we repeat a trade union 

fable to foster our hope. 
The story of the tenacity of the Builder Labourers Fed-
eration’s Green Bans shows us that organised labour can 
win for the environment. It demonstrates that democrat-
ic, militant trade unions are best placed to deliver social 
and community change.  
In a climate where conservative politics has pitted work-
ers against the environment, the story of the Green bans 
shows the importance of telling our own stories, and car-
rying the history of our movement with us. 
Conservative politics has done a tremendous job at un-
dermining any sense of common ground between the en-
vironmental and workers rights movements. And for the 
most part, we have swallowed it whole.  
Both of our movements launched mammoth efforts to 
change the government at the last election, and secure 
strong commitments from the ALP on our respective is-
sues - of course this was done separately. 
And then the environment and workers movements 
crashed violently into each other just days before Aus-
tralia went to the polls. Workers in Central Queensland’s 
rural mining town, Clermont pegged rocks at environ-
mentalists protesting the Adani coal mine who turned up 
in their town. Many of these workers were committed 
trade union members. 
They were ugly scenes, and gave a late boost to a range 
of conservative Queensland MPs in close run races. The 
election result showed that it is no longer tenable to or-
ganise in our respective spaces without having the con-
versation about the intersection of workers livelihoods 
and environmental change.  
It showed, if we’re being honest, the bitter fruits of a 
lazy and uncourageous lack of cooperation for the last 
decade between our movements. 
As union activists, to ignore worker anxiety about the 
future of work would relegate us to superficial servic-
ing agents, with no trust to build something stronger. To 
ignore climate change is to side with capital in leaving 
communities high and dry as the weather changes and 
capital shifts.  
In the environmental space, to ignore a broad swathe of 
the community who characterise you as anti-job elitists 
prohibits you from building a broad national consensus 
from which to act on climate change. 

Work must be done to build lasting and sincere linkages 
between the environmental and trade union movement, 
such that conservative fear-mongering is anticipated and 
inoculated against.  
On the most superficial level, it must be done because 
conservatives will continue to prevail electorally while 
the parliamentary wing of our movement continues to 
struggle in straddling both of our demands.  
But more holistically, it must be done because both 
movements have a deep commitment to broad economic 
and social justice.  
The BLF’s example sets out some guiding principles 
for cooperation moving forward: it was revolutionary, 
it championed the social responsibility of labour, and 
it was deeply committed to the preservation of work-
ing-class institutions.  
It is, however, no guidebook for organising out of this 
mess. We are operating in a complicated world where 
globalisation and deregulation have left many feeling 
ripped off and suspicious of calls for further change.  
This is occurring while technological change is stripping 
many industries of jobs threatening quality of life, job 
satisfaction and community identity.  
To address these challenges, the Australian Manufactur-
ing Workers Union NSW and ACT branch and the La-
bor Environment Action Network slowly and carefully 
started discussing how we can work together and are 
embarking on a formal cooperation between our two or-
ganisations. We want to build community and political 
campaigning infrastructure to proactively organise com-
munities to own and shape the changes demanded by a 
changing climate.  
Our approach to workers and communities is to avoid 
lecturing on the science of climate change and the need 
to transition away from fossil fuels. It is a communi-
ty-focused approach that demonstrates the need to re-
spond to capital’s changing investment behaviour.  
For too long, the debate on climate change has been an 
abstract slinging match of ideas, rather than concrete 
ways in which we will transform the everyday life of 
working Australians.  
While we care about the mechanics of policy matters, 
our larger concern is communities and workplaces tak-
ing ownership of this. When a transitioning economy 
happens without worker representation, it’s workers 
who lose out.  

(Continued over page)
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What does this look like practically?  
A lot of talking.  
We’re talking with community groups, environmental 
groups, other Trade Unions, we’re holding workplace 
member meetings and scoping out the forward plans of 
capital.  
We’re building an organising plan that is local, focused 
on the Hunter Valley.  
We are smashing all of the misconceptions we have col-
lectively swallowed as a result of capital clinging des-
perately to business as usual.  

We are not the first to reach out of the silos capital has 
created for us, and we are certain we won’t be the last.  
What we do know, however, is the only path to a better 
world is one where workers and environmentalists build 
a safer future together. 

Felicity Wade is the National Co-Convenor of the Labor 
Environmental Action Network (LEAN).  
Steve Murphy is the NSW Secretary of the Australian 
Manufacturing Workers Union (AMWU)
This piece was first published in Challenge.
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Taking on coal exports - the fault line in the climate movement 

Lee Rhiannon
A major fault line in the movement for climate action 
centres around one’s response to coal exports. Should 
we be calling for an end to coal* exports or not? 
Australia is the world’s largest exporter of coal. This in-
dustry brings in more than $60 billion annually in export 
earnings. As the United Nations’ Framework Conven-
tion on Climate Change sets out that a country’s emis-
sions are only a total of the emissions produced within 
that country’s borders coal exports do not impact on our 
official greenhouse emission tally. 
Australia’s domestic fossil fuel emissions plus emissions 
from its fossil fuel exports were roughly equivalent to 
4.8 per cent of the global total for fossil fuel emissions 
in 2016. Put this figure up against Australia’s population, 
which is 0.3 per cent of the world’s population, and it 
becomes very obvious in the climate debate that there is 
a dark cloud over the future of the coal export industry. 
(The 4.8 per cent figure is based on emissions from fossil 
fuel combustion, that is it excludes other sources such as 
land-use changes and agriculture.) 
The main supporters of climate action that do not sup-
port a phasing out of coal exports are sections of the 
union movement, including the mining division of the 
CFMMEU, and the ALP. 
I will come back to Australia’s coal export trade. First off 
I want to acknowledge the ground breaking work Tony 
Maher, head of the mining division of the CFMMEU, 
has done over the past two decades in developing broad 
awareness within his union and the wider community of 
the dangers of human induced climate change. I under-
stand that the mining division was one of the first unions 
to develop a policy on this critical issue. That policy 
backs the need to transform Australia’s electricity indus-
try to zero or near zero emissions. 

In a speech at the ACTU’s 2016 Just Transition Confer-
ence Tony, referring to Australia’s future energy sources, 
said, “We know that most or all coal-fired power stations 
are going to close and will not be rebuilt.” While opin-
ions vary on when this should happen it is clear coal for 
domestic local energy use has a limited life. This is the 
case due to the age of our coal-fired power plants and 
because renewable energy is becoming more commer-
cially viable assisted by the development of smart grids 
and large scale battery storage. 
Although this is good news for reducing greenhouse gas 
emissions it is possibly bad news for many workers and 
their communities as they face an uncertain future of in-
secure or no work. 
For decades unions and climate action groups have raised 
the need for Just Transition programs that deliver jobs, 
retraining and industry restructuring. I acknowledge that 
the jobs message from the green side of this debate - en-
vironment groups and the Greens party - may not have 
been as strong and as comprehensive as is needed but it 
has been part of their policy mix. 
When considering the future of workers in the coal indus-
try we can take heart from the German experience where 
in the phase-down of their coal industry none or very 
few workers lost their jobs due to the combined work 
of government at a national and local level, the mining 
industry, unions and climate/environment groups. 
The result was no forced redundancies. Some workers 
accepted the offer of generous redundancy packages, 
others chose to retire early while young workers were 
moved between remaining coal mines until they found 
new jobs. 
While much more work needs to be done on Just Tran-
sition programs in Australia a plan somewhat similar to 

(Continued from previous page)
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the German model has been adopted at the Liddell pow-
er station in NSW. AGL, the owners of Liddell, have es-
tablished the Innovation Project to repurpose parts of the 
Liddell site to help replace the energy needed and bring 
benefits to the community. The workers were given sev-
en years notice of the planned closure and the project has 
strong backing from the Electrical Trades Union and the 
CFMMEU. This project demonstrates how workers can 
be assured of work when energy delivery is overhauled. 
This is a huge achievement and one that will help to re-
duce Australia’s greenhouse gas emissions. It is good 
news but what else should we be doing to reduce green-
house gas emissions? The answer as shown by the high 
level of emissions produced in Australia compared with 
other countries suggests we need to do a lot more.  
This takes us back to the question should we call for the 
phase out of coal exports? While it is true that rules set 
by international climate change conferences do not put 
any obligation on Australia for emissions produced by 
our coal exports there are other treaties and agreements 
that do put the onus on the country where fossil fuel ex-
ports are sourced.  
In 2016 our Pacific Island neighbours issued the Suva 
Declaration that calls on Australia to stop building new 
coal mines. This is a strong statement that arose out of 
the tragic situation now occurring on many islands were 
the land is uninhabitable because of climate related sea 
level rises and extreme weather events.  
Peter Christoff, Associate Professor in the School of 
Geography at the University of Melbourne has put the 
case for Australia to adhere to treaties that enshrine the 
principle of harm avoidance as set out in the Stockholm 
Convention 1972 and the Rio Declaration of 1992. 
Australia is a signatory to both these treaties that state: 
“(parties) have the responsibility to ensure that activities 
within their jurisdiction or control do not cause damage 
to the environment of other States”. 
Christoff’s conclusion that “Trade in injurious substanc-

es flies in the face of the harm avoidance principle” is a 
strong counter to those who rely on the Paris Agreement 
on Climate Change to avoid dealing with Australia’s 
coal exports when talking about climate action. 
Bringing the export industry into a Just Transition ap-
proach would mean some tough decisions for state and 
federal governments. This is obviously a huge challenge 
but one that would be dwarfed by the damage to the 
economy and to our communities if we do not stop the 
impacts of run away climate change. 
The export industry employs six times as many people 
as the domestic coal power industry. The latter employs 
about 8000. Coal workers are paid up to about $150,000. 
Transition plans would need to ensure these workers’ 
right to move to well paid jobs. 
There is an urgency about starting the phase out now as 
Australia is on track to increase its coal exports. If the 
proposed coal mines in Queensland’s Galilee Basin do 
go ahead they would turn that region alone into world’s 
seventh largest contributor of emissions.  
Right now Australia is not transiting away from the 
fossil fuel industry - expansion of coal, gas and oil ex-
traction are a priority for the federal and many state gov-
ernments.  
As we have seen with the Covid crisis the objective 
conditions can force massive transition on even a con-
servative government. If we don’t limit global warming 
to two degrees celsius disruptive change will occur. To 
achieve the transition that will deliver for coal workers, 
their communities and the environment there needs to be 
a planned phase out of Australia’s coal mining - domes-
tic and export. Many disagree. This is the discussion the 
climate and union movements need to have. 
* The use of the term “coal” in this article refers to 
“thermal coal” not “coking coal”, which is used for 
making steel. 
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The climate crisis and the need for peace
Nick Deane

The climate crisis increases the likelihood of 
war. War will make the impacts of the cri-
sis, and the suffering it will bring, very much 

worse. The need for peace must be brought into dis-
cussion about the crisis.  
Professor Jem Bendell, a British academic, has con-
cluded  “that climate-induced societal collapse is now 
inevitable in the near term”. He invites us to explore the 
implications of this and prepare for it. His position may 
be extreme. But whether he is prescient or not, with the 
fires of this summer, it must be acknowledged that the 
crisis is upon us and that it is likely to get more intense 
as the years go by.  

Thus far, most of the attention has been focussed on the 
physical aspects of a warming planet – how much tem-
peratures will rise, how far the sea level will rise, the risk 
of drought, flood, storms and fire. Bendell writes, “We 
might pray for time. But the evidence before us suggests 
that we are set for disruptive and uncontrollable levels of 
climate change, bringing starvation, destruction, migra-
tion, disease and war”. If humanity is to come through 
this impending catastrophe with any semblance of what 
we like to call “civilisation”, it needs to confront the im-
plications of all of these impacts. However, it is the last 
one, war, that is the focus of what follows.  

The uncontrollable nature of the physical aspects lie at 
the base of the matter. War, on the other hand, being an 
entirely human creation, should be controllable. Its theo-
retical ability to be controlled separates it from the other 
components of the crisis. It is something that we can do 
something about. 

Reporter, Murtaza Hussain, invokes the thoughts of In-
dian author Rabindranath Tagore. Tagore lived under 
British colonial rule in India in the early 20th century 
and had a clear appreciation of the destructiveness of 
colonialism, militarism and industrialised warfare (ex-
emplified in WW1). Taking up his theme, Hussain writes 
“In the era of climate crisis, the relationship between en-
vironmental destruction and the destruction of human 
life that Tagore decried in his writings has become per-
haps the central issue of our time.” 

As was the case with climate change itself, no academic 
consensus has been reached on the question of whether 
or not it is a direct cause of war. It will be some time 
(probably too long) before a consensus emerges. All 
parties in this debate (including military thinkers) do, 
though, tend to agree that the climate crisis is a “threat 
multiplier”. If there are existing tensions that threaten an 
outbreak of violence, the crisis makes such an outbreak 

more likely. In just one example, reports from Lake 
Chad in Central Africa indicate that violence in the area 
has increased as the lake has diminished in size due to 
the changing climate. On balance, it is fair to conclude 
that climate change contributes to the risk of war. 

As we experience unprecedented fires in Australia, the 
incidence elsewhere of flooding, drought, insect plagues, 
storms etc. is climbing. All of these tend to cause reduc-
tion in agricultural production. Scarcity of resources, 
the basic necessities of food and water in particular, is, 
without question, de-stabilising. Failure of crops means 
famine. The impacts of the climate crisis are going to 
cause extreme distress, particularly in the poorer nations 
of Earth. There will be suffering on a grand scale. When 
facing such dire situations, how are populations likely 
to respond? 

Whenever people find that their lives are no longer 
sustainable in one location, they will move to another. 
Humankind has done this as long as it has been able to 
walk. We know that the war in Syria produced a refugee 
crisis in Europe, and refugees from war are definitely 
one part of the picture. Add to that refugees from famine 
or resource shortages, and then a third category – those 
forced to move as a result of their homes being inun-
dated or their land becoming unproductive as sea levels 
rise. Migrations of people are a very likely outcomes of 
the effects of the impending crisis. With it, the numbers 
of people on the move could rise to millions. Mass mi-
grations will become an enormous problem. 

As the poor nations of the Earth feel the full brunt of 
the crisis, the gap between rich and poor is wide and 
widening. Migrants from poor, impacted areas will be 
drawn towards lands that appear to have resources in 
abundance – i.e. the rich nations of the West. So the next 
question to ask is this;- How will nations on the receiv-
ing end of mass migrations respond?  

Here, we can already see signs of the likely response. 
Think of President Trump’s wall along the Mexican bor-
der and the establishment of ‘Border Force’ in Austra-
lia. (Note use of the word ‘force’ in the title.) The un-
comfortable truth is that the rich nations of the West are 
likely to respond to mass migrations by closing borders, 
trying to prevent the arrival of people who might want 
a share of their wealth, using force ‘where appropriate’.  

In this scenario, the likely result will be violence in one 
form or another. The rich are always unwilling to share 
their wealth and the evident reluctance of the rich to ac-
commodate the poor could well result in the poor taking 
up arms in resentment and desparation. The West’s xe-
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nophobia could become entirely self-fulfilling. War be-
tween nations might result. Indeed, it is hard to imagine 
any other outcome in the scenario described.

In this connection, one should recognise that the in-
equality we see today is the consequence of four centu-
ries of colonialism, underpinned by the military might of 
the rich and ruthless nations of the West. The privileged 
position of the rich nations and the ongoing poverty of 
most of the world’s population is perpetuated by a (cap-
italist) system of exploitation that, ultimately, relies on 
militarism to maintain itself. If poor countries challenge 
the power that lies beneath the inequality and the forc-
es that prevents them from sharing of the West’s abun-
dance, military conflicts become more likely. 

Political and military leaders of the West are definitely 
not blind to the coming impacts of climate change. On 
the contrary, what they correctly foresee (and fear) is a 
dynamic situation and increased instability on a glob-
al scale. Instability represents a threat in their eyes; the 
possibility that they might lose control. It should be no 
surprise that the likely response could be a military one. 
For example, a recent report from the US Army War 
College recommends the allocation of more military re-
sources to the Arctic, as ice reteats (and exploitation of 
resources increases).  

The same leaders probably also experience fear of losing 

control of events within their own borders. They know 
that, in the last analysis, their control depends on their 
monopoly over the exercise of organised violence. A 
hardening of the authorities’ control over internal op-
position to developments is evident. Consider the gov-
ernmental response to the Standing Rock protests in the 
USA - and the impending response to protests about the 
Adani coal mine.  

The point to be made is that those in power are display-
ing an instinctive, reflexive reaction - to arm up, and be 
prepared for war, just in case matters get out of their 
control. 

What we are witnessing in plain view, right now, is a 
general increase in the level of military preparedness, 
within our region and throughout the world. We can see 
it in the SIPRI figures for expenditure on armaments. 
We can see it locally in an increasing Defence Budget; 
the militarisation of Border Force; the presence of US 
marines in Darwin, and discussion about events in the 
South China Sea. It is reflected in the rise of right-wing 
political organisations, calling for tougher action against 
would-be immigrants. 

As the crisis intensifies, the quantity and availability of 
weaponry rises in parallel. Those in power are not imag-
ining that they can fight off climate change through force 
of arms – but they might just as well! If this aspect is not 
addressed, the likelihood of war as an adjunct to climate 
change is greatly increased.  

In this scenario, humanity could, might and probably 
will make the bad effects of the climate crisis worse by 
orders of magnitude. Uncontrollable aspects of climate 
change are going to bring suffering and misery to mil-
lions of people in any case. The societal collapse that 
Bendell foresees could well be a global phenomenon 
that includes a collapse of any restraint on warfare, as 
the privileged sectors of the global community try to 
maintain wealth and dominance. If the response to the 
crisis is a military one, as is suggested here, and war is 
a consequence of the climate crisis, the sum total of hu-
man suffering will be amplified beyond imagining.  

These considerations make it necessary to urgently bring 
the need for peace into the debate about the climate cri-
sis. There will be no resolution of the crisis, no sustain-
able future, unless we resist the drift into violence and 
war. There will be no sustainability without peace and 
no peace without sustainability. 

The people of the world should cry out to tell their lead-
ers to “Bring us Peace!”  

Nick Deane is an ex-public servant with a degree in So-
ciology. He is a member of the co-ordinating commit-
tee of the Independent and Peaceful Australia Network 
(IPAN) and convenor of the Marrickville Peace Group. 

SEARCH membners amongst the crowd at Sydney Climate Rally, 
April 2019
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Political strategy to accelerate the transition to a low-carbon 
society in Australia 

Peter Murphy

The 2019-20 bushfire catastrophe in Australia 
enlivened the movement for action on cli-
mate change because it mobilised several ru-

ral constituencies which had not clearly spoken out 
before, and super-charged urban populations who 
lived with smoke for months. A broader alliance 
for change was taking shape. But the anger and the 
energy hasn’t yet led to any policy breakthroughs. 
Australia is still stuck in a fossil-fuel system, as in 
fact the entire world is. 
The COVID-19 pandemic cut across this new dynamic 
from the bushfires, and certainly stopped the commu-
nity talking about and acting on the recent global coral 
bleaching event which has had such a massive impact 
on the Great Barrier Reef. Unfortunately, we can be sure 
that there will be other catastrophic bushfire seasons and 
coral bleaching events, but each delay in taking more 
decisive action makes the prospect of runaway climate 
change more likely. 

Yes, the fires increased Australia’s carbon emissions this 
year by at least 60 per cent, and the economic shutdown 
from the pandemic is cutting global carbon emissions, 
but the most likely prospect is a post-pandemic increase 
in emissions – unless people can change the trajectory 
by political action. 

Because of the bushfires, the international community is 
expecting Australia to do more, and would be willing to 
respond, since the fires were a global climate event, not 
only an Australian event. But so far our government has 
spurned the need to change direction. 

Because the climate is global, Australians cannot stop 
the warming trend unless there is a global change of 
direction. Our action in Australia is a vital element of 
success at the global level, and we know we have only a 
decade in which to succeed (given the short pause from 
the effect of the pandemic). 

Until now, the climate action movement has treated the 
electricity and mining workers and their communities 
as problems to be pushed aside. But these communities 
also want to protect their future, including from glob-
al warming, and have to be part of the movement for 
change. In fact, these communities are probably crucial 
to Australia’s role in stopping runaway climate change. 

So far, there is no strategy to achieve that. 

Electricity generation 

The ‘low hanging fruit’ in Australia – and in many coun-
tries – is the option to replace fossil fuel for electricity 
generation with renewable energy – wind and solar. Al-
ready it is clear that Australia’s fleet of coal-fired power 
stations will be replaced by renewables, but the present 
government is pushing for this to take as long as possi-
ble, and an element of the Coalition government wants 
the state to build some new coal-fired power stations. 

Some of the power stations have an economic life to 
2060, and the bulk could continue operating to 2035, 
well past the time that science says we have to have 
stopped the global increase in emissions and cut them. In 
October 2018 the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change said: 
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In model pathways with no or limited overshoot of 
1.5°C, global net anthropogenic CO2 emissions de-
cline by about 45% from 2010 levels by 2030 (40–
60% interquartile range), reaching net zero around 
2050 (2045–2055 interquartile range). For limiting 
global warming to below 2°C CO2 emissions are pro-
jected to decline by about 25% by 2030 in most path-
ways (10–30% interquartile range) and reach net zero 
around 2070 (2065–2080 interquartile range). Non-
CO2 emissions in pathways that limit global warm-
ing to 1.5°C show deep reductions that are similar 
to those in pathways limiting warming to 2°C. (high 
confidence). Global Warming of 1.5°C. Summary for 
Policymakers, p 14 (https://report.ipcc.ch/sr15/pdf/
sr15_spm_final.pdf)  

The science is saying that we have to cut CO2 emissions 
by 45 per cent on 2010 levels by 2030, and get to a 100 
per cent cut by 2050. Australian emissions in the year 
to September 2010 were 550 million tonnes, according 
to Ndevrenvironmental. So emissions need to be cut to 
302.5 million tonnes by 2030, and to zero by 2050, if 
Australia is to be credible in global forums in arguing for 
limiting global warming to 1.5°C. 

This is way more than the 26-28 per cent reduction on 
2005 levels that Australia has committed to so far in the 

Paris Climate Accord voluntary process. 

Scope for cutting emissions in Australia’s electricity 
sector 

Australia’s coal-fired electricity generation sector ac-
counts for about one-third of the country’s total carbon 
emissions. So this sector is ‘low-hanging fruit’ in the 
quest to radically reduce carbon emissions, and thus re-
cover Australia’s credibility in the global effort to cut 
emissions. In 2011-12, electricity generation produced 
194.2 million tonnes of CO2.1  

The closure of the Hazelwood Power Station in 2017 
made a significant contribution to reducing carbon emis-
sion, of 19 million tonnes of CO2 per year, compared to 
2016. 

Liddell Power Station in the NSW Hunter Valley is the 
next coal-fired power station scheduled to close, in April 
2023. In 2017-18 it produced 7.8 million tonnes of CO2. 

There is a significant group of power stations which are 
due to be retired between 2028 and 2036, accounting for 
half Australia’s electricity generating capacity. These 
are Loy Yang A and B (Vic), Yallourn (Vic), Vales Point 
(NSW), Eraring (NSW), Bayswater (NSW), Gladstone 
(Qld), Tarong (Qld), Muja A & B (WA) and Muja C&D 
(WA). Together these also accounted for 102.75 million 
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tonnes of carbon equivalent emissions in 2017-18.  

If all of these could be closed down, and replaced with re-
newable generating capacity by 2030, along with the 7.8 
million tonnes of emissions from Liddell, there would be 
just over 110 million tonnes of emissions reduced, close 
to a half of the total emission reduction needed to met 
the 45 per cent cut on 2010 levels recommended by the 
IPCC to keep global warming at 1.5°C. 

At present there is no overall energy policy nor detailed 
plan to achieve this, nor is there a political strategy that 
could achieve this. Labor and the Greens went to the 
2019 federal election with the policy and the outlines of 
a plan, but were defeated because they hadn’t done the 
political work in the affected communities. 

What happened with Hazelwood Power Station? 

Hazelwood Power Station was owned by the French 
company Engie (72 per cent) and the Japanese compa-
ny Mitsui (28 per cent) and employed 864 permanent 
and contract workers. On 3 November 2016, Engie 
announced that the entire Hazelwood plant would be 
closed in just five months, at the end of March 2017 and 
it met the target in a calamitous rush. 

The CFMEU Mining & Energy Division worked with 
the Victorian Labor government and other generating 
companies to create the Latrobe Valley Worker Transfer 
Partnership Scheme. 

The deal included a commitment to minimize job losses, 
retrain workers, and an early retirement scheme that will 
free up positions for those wishing to continue working 
in the industry. 

Older workers were to be offered early retirement at Loy 
Yang A power station and mine in the same area, creat-
ing jobs for young Hazelwood workers. The aim was to 
keep families, jobs and money in the valley. At least 150 
Hazelwood workers were to be supported into employ-
ment. 

But the process was all voluntary, and the other generat-
ing companies decided not to cooperate. One hundred of 
the workers retired, 219 became unemployed, and 648 
obtained other employment. But of these, 307 were ca-
sual jobs, 35 were part time, and only 306 obtained a 
full-time job. Hazelwood is now considered to be the 
example of what not to do and has damaged the brand of 
‘Just Transition’. 

Where to from here? 

The ‘Stop Adani’ campaign is a very important fight to 
stop Australia putting a massive new tonnage of thermal 
coal onto the global market, and to stop the destruction 
of First Nations country. Because it is not about closing 
down existing jobs, and because it has a lot of sympa-

thy from the actually existing coal mining sector, Stop 
Adani can unite a wide spectrum of Australian society. 
But it is not directly addressing the tougher challenge of 
radically reducing Australia’s carbon emissions within 
the next decade. 

Mining and electricity generating communities in the 
Hunter Valley, Lithgow region, the La Trobe Valley, 
south-east Queensland and south-west Western Australia 
are the ones who have to deal with a predictable closure 
of thousands of good jobs. Like all communities in Aus-
tralia, a majority want to see real action on global warm-
ing. However, until now they have been treated like a 
political and industrial football. 

What could make a difference is the development of dis-
cussions and then campaigns in these communities about 
the best future they can themselves devise to cope with 
this challenge. This kind of community organising has 
been done before in Australia, and can be done again, if 
there is a concerted effort made by thinking union dele-
gates and union members linking up with other progres-
sive sectors in their communities – First Nations leaders, 
teachers, students, social workers, scientists. Primary 
producers.  

Something like this has already happened in the cam-
paign to save the Darling River. 

There is no simple transference from fossil fuel gener-
ation to renewables in terms of the skills and probable 
pay. People have to include renewable energy systems in 
any plan, but they also have to propose new industries, 
and a better health care, education, housing and public 
transport within a stronger, democratic public sector. 

There is no time to waste. 

Peter Murphy is a journalist, trade union and interna-
tional solidarity activist.
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The Simpler Way perspective on climate

Advocates of The Simpler Way share the ba-
sic premise of socialists, viz., that the major 
global problems now threatening us cannot 

be solved unless capitalism is scrapped.  However 
we see the situation somewhat differently to many 
on the Left and this has big implications for think-
ing about revolutionary goals and means.   
Before considering climate, some context. Our focus is 
primarily on the limits to growth, the fact that rich word 
per capita rates of resource use and ecological impact are 
far beyond sustainable, and beyond levels all the world’s 
people could ever rise to. There is a strong case that they 
are around ten times too high for that. (TSW: Limits.)  

However that is only an indication of the present grossly 
unsustainable situation. We must add the fierce universal 
commitment to ceaseless economic growth. The impos-
sible implications are easily demonstrated. If 9.8 billion 
people were to rise to the GDP per capita Australians 
would have in 2050 given 3% p.a. economic growth, 
then total world economic output would be approach-
ing 18 times the present amount. But the present amount 
is grossly unsustainable: the World Wildlife Fund esti-
mates that we’d need 1.7 planet Earths to meet current 
resource demand sustainably.  That means that by 2050 
total world use of productive land would have to be 
around 30 times the amount which the Word Wildlife 
Fund estimates is available.  

Rejection of the limits to growth case is usually based 
on the belief that technical advance will deal with the 
associated problems, that is, enable continued increase 
in production and consumption to be “decoupled” from 
resource demand and environmental impacts so that 
these can be brought down to sustainable levels while 
production and consumption and GDP continue to rise. 
Many on the left make this assumption. But there are 
now many studies finding that this is not happening and 
is not at all likely to happen. (For a devastating review 
see Parrique, et al. 2019.)  

When this massive overshoot of the limits to growth is 
understood it is obvious that rich word “living standards” 
must be dramatically reduced, again probably to one-
tenth of their present levels. Unfortunately few people, 
and too few red or green people, realize the magnitude 
of the “degrowth” that is needed. All of the big global 
problems are being exacerbated by this huge overshoot. 
It is depleting resources, wrecking ecosystems and bio-
diversity, generating resource wars, depriving the Third 

World of a fair share, and undermining social cohesion.  

So this is the background perspective from which we 
stress that problems such as climate must be seen. The 
present grossly unsustainable ways cannot be remedied 
by band-aiding or scaling back the present society; they 
can only be solved by extremely radical change to a very 
different kind of society. Obviously as socialists clearly 
understand they cannot be solved within or by a capitalist 
society because it involves growth, production for profit 
not need, and allowing market forces to determine what 
is produced and who gets is. But many socialists do not 
realize that the problems cannot be solved unless present 
rich world ”living standards” and GDP are decimated. If 
we had a socialist society but insisted on maintaining or 
growing present rates of consumption just about all the 
big problems would continue to worsen. Proposals such 
as the GND and the socialism of Bernie Sanders fall far 
short of what is required. (On the required social form 
see below.) 

This context determines the way we see the climate 
problem.  Many of us see it as too big and too difficult 
for this society to solve.  The climate scientists analyse 
in terms of a budget of emissions remaining if we are 
to limit temperature rise to 1.5 or 2 degrees by 2050.  
Few people seem to realise that at the present rate of 
emissions we have only about 12 years to completely 
stop emitting carbon to the atmosphere if we are going 
to achieve the 1.5 degree target…which is obviously to-

Ted Trainer
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tally impossible. 

Even if we had no time limit some of us do not think 
emissions can be eliminated in anything like this ener-
gy-intensive society. Most red and most green people 
assume that we can just switch to renewable energy to 
eliminate all emissions, and do so at an affordable cost; 
after all solar powered electricity is more or less cheaper 
than coal powered electricity isn’t it? There is not space 
here to detail the issue but there is a strong case that a so-
ciety like ours cannot be run on renewable energy at an 
affordable cost, even if it is a socialist society, There is 
now a considerable academically respectable literature 
coming to this conclusion.  

Here is an indication of the key problem. Yes it is pos-
sible to produce a kWh from a renewable source at a 
cost lower than one produced by a coal-powered source.  
But it is not cheaper to produce 1 kW from a renewable 
source which has so much redundant capacity that it can 
provide that kWh reliably, at any time.  Several stud-
ies have estimated that the amount of generating plant, 
storage capacity and transmission equipment needed to 
meet demand for that one kWh reliably would have to be 
big enough to generate four to seven kW.  One estimate 
assuming hydrogen storage and transport fuel found that 
this amount of plant would be far beyond affordable. 
(Trainer 2017.) 

Most advocates of renewable energy mistakenly see the 
sustainability problem as one of supply, that is, of how 
to provide the quantities of energy required by a society 
more or less like ours. The above discussion of limits 
and overshoot shows that the problems are to do with 
excessive demand and can only be solved by shifting 
to lifestyles and systems that do not involve anything 
like as much supply as we demand now. In the alterna-

tive society to be noted below, renewables would easily 
provide all of the (greatly reduced quantity of) energy 
needed. 

Again the point is that the task is to replace more or less 
the whole of this very flawed society. It is a mistake to 
think in terms of how to fix this or that problematic el-
ement within it, such as its carbon emission rate or its 
impact on fisheries or its soil damage, while retaining its 
basic form and structure…or retaining these under so-
cialist control. Following is an indication of the required 
Simpler Way.  

1.  A profound cultural shift, to simpler lifestyles, involv-
ing far less production and consumption per capita, or 
concern with luxury, affluence, possessions and wealth, 
and instead to a focus on non-material sources of life 
satisfaction. In addition the predominant outlook would 
have to be cooperative not competitive, much more col-
lectivist and less individualistic. The enormity of such 
a cultural transition contradicting some core Enlighten-
ment ideas and values could hardly be exaggerated.  

2.  Mostly small, highly self-sufficient local economies, 
largely independent of national or global economies, de-
voting local resources to meeting local needs, with little 
intra-state let alone international trade. This means tran-
sition from globalized to localized systems. 

3.  A new form of governance, primarily involving peo-
ple in small communities taking cooperative and partic-
ipatory control over their own local development, via 
voluntary committees, working bees and town meetings. 
Ultimately a very small role for the state. 

4.  A new economy, one that is a small fraction of the size 
of the present economy, is not driven by profit or market 
forces, does not grow, and ensures that needs, rights, jus-
tice, welfare and ecological sustainability determine the 
purposes to which limited resources are devoted.  

The main concern of the Simpler Way project has been 
to show that a society of this kind would be viable and 
could be easily built, and would provide a higher quality 
of life than most people experience in rich-world societ-
ies today. The above principles generally correspond to 
the nature of many existing Eco-villages and to goals to 
be found within the Transition Towns movement.  

The document TSW: Remaking Settlements, derives de-
tailed tentative estimates supporting the claim that these 
procedures could cut the energy, dollar and footprint 
costs typical of a Sydney suburb by more than 90%, 
while improving the quality of life. Reductions of this 
magnitude are achieved by the Dancing Rabbit Eco-vil-
lage in Missouri.) 
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The crucial point here is that only in small, and highly 
integrated communities can per capita resource and eco-
logical costs be dramatically reduced.  

These almost completely eliminate the need for vast in-
ternational flows of resources, trucking, “waste” remov-
al, agribusiness and factories etc. A study of local co-op 
egg supply found dollar and energy costs reduced by 
98+%. (Trainer, Malik and Lenzen, 2019.)   

There would still be an important though much reduced 
role for some more distant and centralised institutions, 
such as teaching hospitals, universities, steel works, 
large and complex factories, railway systems and wind 
farms. The elimination of most of the present vast quan-
tity of unnecessary productive effort would enable con-
siderable increases in resources available to flow into 
arts, education and socially desirable research and de-
velopment. 

This vision does not imply hardship or deprivation. It 
involves shifting to lifestyles and systems which enable 
all to enjoy non-material sources of purpose and satis-
faction.  

Over the past thirty years a concern to move in this 
general direction has emerged around the word and is 
gathering momentum. Our basic claim is that this is only 
viable path to the elimination of climate and other global 
problems…shifting to the very different and much sim-
pler systems that do not generate them. 

There are issues to do with the transition process on 
which Simpler Way advocates differ from traditional 
socialists. These are mainly around the socialist’s focus 
on taking state power. We think there is a much more 
important strategic task in here and now. 

In past revolutions the task was indeed to try to take state 
power and use it to get rid of the capitalist class…and 
then having eliminated the system’s contradictions, “…
turn up the throttles in the factories”. But given the above 
historically very new situation of severe limits in which 
a good society cannot be affluent, highly industrialised, 
energy-intensive, centralised or globalised that can no 
longer be the goal.  A sustainable and just society cannot 
be achieved unless people willingly accept simpler life-
styles and systems. There’s your revolutionary task…
working to develop that understanding and acceptance.  
If we gave you state power today it would be of little or 
no use to you in achieving this crucial prerequisite for 
the social change that is necessary.  Obviously you could 
not get a socialist government with simpler way policies 
elected unless this enormous cultural change had first 
been achieved. So we see working on that awareness 
raising task as the top revolutionary priority.

In addition the new ways cannot be run from the cen-

tre; they can only be implemented at the local level by 
conscientious, happy citizens who have the power to run 
their own communities. 

Thus we think the best way to achieve this prerequisite 
cultural change it is for activists to join the Transition 
Towns and Eco-village movements, which are trying to 
build simpler way alternatives. The assumption is not 
that these can  eventually replace capitalism; it is to use 
these ventures as powerful educational devices in the ef-
fort to a) get people in general to see that the old system 
will not provide for them and b) realize that there are 
far better ways. Eventually as these self-governing local 
economies become stronger (driven by the coming glob-
al breakdown) they will take more and more functions 
and power from the centralized state, leaving it with rel-
ative few functions, and taking power  from it down to 
the local assemblies.  

It will be evident that our vision regarding goals and 
means is basically Anarchist. Above all, our strategic fo-
cus is on “prefiguring” the post revolutionary structures 
and processes. 

Ted Trainer is an academic, author, advocate for eco-
nomic degrowth and founder of The Simpler Way.
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