EDUCATING AUSTRALIANS ABOUT CLIMATE CHANGE
When a leading Opposition Senator claims that climate change is “a left wing conspiracy aimed at destroying our economy” and its leader says it “is crap” Australia has a huge problem on its hands and is presented with an immense educational challenge. Senator Joyce recently said “if you confuse the message you lose the message. (Climate Change) is such a complex policy that if we drilled into the detail, we’d lose people”.  What then should we as environmental educators do about this problem? We all remembered that at the eleventh hour in 1982 when the world negotiated Agenda 21. This was a final acknowledgement that education had to play an important role in any “social change or environmental protection process”. Fortunately, we have continued to see its importance as shown when Mario Salomone, Secretary General of the WEEC International Network appealed to the governments at the COP15 in Copenhagen (December 2009) to strengthen environmental education and sustainability as key instruments to help combat global warming. The question now is how should we organise an educational program relating to climate change, how will we deal with its complexities and what information content should be given priority? Given that Australians now apparently regard climate change as a declining seventh in their priorities what can we, as environmental educators, do about this? This paper offers some introductory thoughts for discussion on where we might begin and the issues we must prepare for.
What is true, what is doubtful and what is fictional about climate change?
If we want people to take action on climate change we first need to convince them that we are unanimously agreed on certain scientific findings but admit we are still in doubt about other theories that still require more testing. Obviously most people will need accurate information based on objective research before they are entirely convinced. Frederick C Bell in a paper entitled The Scientific Basis for Scepticism about Global Warming has attempted to summarise the differences between fact and fiction and notes that certain scientific facts are accepted by over 90% of world scientists.

· CO2 is a greenhouse gas (Tyndal 1859)

· CO2 in the atmosphere is increasing (Keeling et al 1958)

· Since we began burning fossil fuels new CO2 has risen noticeably.(Suess 1955)

· The earth’s temperature is rising (NASA GISS, Hadley CRU, UAH, RSS, etc) 
· The increase in temperature correlates with the increase in CO2 (76% for temp. anomaly and in CO2 for 1880-2007).
· The present concentrations of  CO2 are higher than at any time during the past 800,000 years and the expected rates of temperature increase from such concentrations are now greater than any of the estimated counteracting rates of temperature change in recent millennia (IPCC, 2007, Chapter  6). To what degree humans cause this increase is the question that the sceptics and deniers raise although most experts agree humans do contribute to a significant extent.
· CO2 contributes to global warming but so do other greenhouse gases (e.g methane). Again the sceptics question the accuracy of the correlation between global temperature increases and the rise in global warming. Some even question the data collection methods.
· Although today's temperatures may still be within the variations expected from natural causes, today's CO2 concentration, at 385 ppm, is much greater than expected from natural causes. There is good evidence that during the past 800,000 years, the average concentration has been about 240 ppm and the highest only about 300 ppm (IPCC,2007, Chapter 3; Epica, 2004). 

Bell raises a number of other issues submitted by sceptics and on each occasion he responds logically and convincingly to each of them. We as educators need to be aware of these concerns and be prepared to provide similar objective answers. And it is important to discover the motivations behind those who do not want to accept the scientific evidence published by the IPCC. They could be based on flawed (or even acceptable) research or possibly the fear of the unknown, requiring a small change to their lifestyles. Educators need to facilitate balanced and evidence based debate on some of the following ideas submitted by sceptics and deniers. Environmental educators need to be aware of them and to provide credible responses:
· Misunderstandings about climate science. For example some say the world is not getting warmer because winters are colder in some parts of the world; in other words a confusion about the differences between variable weather and long term climatic trends and world average temperature.
· Simply denying satellite evidence which shows the ice sheets are getting thinner and sea levels rising.
· Scepticism based on minor or irrelevant aspects of global warming such as life on earth has thrived under much higher concentrations of CO2 in the past. This was 56 million years ago when there was no ice, the continents were in different positions to where they are today and ocean levels were incredibly higher.

· The influence of economics as the chief priority on sceptics where for example, one politician claimed “there is no point in saving the planet if we ruin the economy doing it” (NSW Premier Iemma: The Land 2006)
· The influence of ideology and other factors such as the economic ideology of continual economic growth and population expansion without considering the impact on species extinction, natural resource management and the environment in general.

As Bell says in his summary “much of the scepticism expressed by scientists, economists, politicians and others is not based on science but is generated by economic, political, psychological and other concerns”. A somewhat cynical analyst might add greed and ignorance to this list. “In particular, the mitigation measures that seem necessary to address global warming are difficult to reconcile with mainstream economic ideology.  As the measures appear to require significant industrial and social changes there are fears that they would result in 'economic ruin'. The consequences of not making the changes, however, are likely to be worse”. Stern, of course, says the same thing.
What are some principles that environmental educators could employ when dealing with climate change?
The following points are initial suggestions and will hopefully lead to further debate among AAEE members:

· Don’t avoid the controversial issues put forward by sceptics and deniers. This is one of the biggest complaints from sceptics; they claim they are often treated aggressively and with derision by those holding the more unanimously accepted scientific view. What many educators have avoided to some extent is to encourage deep thinking about climate change and to facilitate debate about matters that concern us personally. First we should summarise what is generally accepted as true and then what are simply unproven facts. Secondly we should give people skills in identifying which statements are simply scare mongering. When a politician, for example, says that the ETS is a “new big tax” this is simpler to understand and more likely to be believed than a complex explanation on how an ETS will really affect us. Simplifying something into a slogan is an easier communication strategy than getting everyone to read and understand a detailed explanation. Politicians do this all the time and educators need to combat this strenuously.
· Don’t treat climate change as a topic in isolation. It is linked to science, economics, politics, health, energy use, sustainable living, lifestyles, poverty, population growth etc.  Accept that the debate will change as further information comes to hand. For example we now know that the ice sheets in the Northern Hemisphere are melting at a much faster rate than we formerly thought ten years ago.

· Keep it as simple as possible yet not compromising its accuracy and without getting too deep into the scientific detail unless we are dealing with more educated groups. However educators still need to be well versed in the topic.
· Examine how climate change is likely to affect people’s lifestyles. In spite of what the doom merchants say and how costly any change may affect us the current scenarios seem to suggest there will be some sacrifices although nothing too dramatic. On the positive side some of the changes will give new employment opportunities particularly in the renewable energy  areas.
· Ask what will happen if we do nothing. Stern says it will be more catastrophic if we do nothing. Examine the issue in terms of risk assessment. Look at climate change in terms of:   -what if the IPCC is right and we do nothing as opposed to taking action, and alternatively,    -what if the IPCC is wrong and we do nothing as opposed to our doing something?          What is the cost and benefit of each of these and other scenarios?
· Always be objective, listen to people’s concerns but respond in terms of what we know is the current information from evidence gathered worldwide. 
· Keep in mind that our greatest allies are the younger generations. They were very active at Copenhagen and are acutely aware that they are to shoulder the consequences of climate change more than any other group well into this century. However, it is unethical to put the full responsibility on them alone.
Global warming and climate change are now a much higher priority in schools and communities but it will have minimum effect unless personal commitment and individual action are recognised as the key to diminishing the effects of greenhouse gases or achieving a more sustainable future. The only way we can bring about change is to make climate change a personal issue and an accepted and normal way of life. Many successful programs and projects already recognise this.

Final Thoughts
There is little doubt we are dealing with a very difficult issue here. We are being confronted with people who feel they have much to lose if they move from a fossil fuel based economy to one dependent on renewable energy. We are facing the doubts and possible anger of people who have been accustomed, over several generations, to a relatively high standard of living and fail to see why they should make changes and adjustments for the benefit of others or to the world as a whole. We are in a world where there is an emphasis on the quick fix rather than considering the benefits of a long term approach. It is probably the biggest challenge civilisation has ever faced because unlike past challenges a war will not resolve this one. Only negotiation, compromise and goodwill can. Of course what we want to achieve cannot be done through education alone but we as educators have nevertheless an important leadership role to play. This is more than passing on our climate change responsibilities to our children. It may mean going beyond our traditional educational role and by logical and measured reasoning give people hope and vision for a better future by helping them see climate change holistically.  This will involve living by example, talking to politicians, writing letters and joining groups that will support us to give strength to our values. We will all have to play a part, and the more privileged we are, the more responsibility we should be taking.
Whether we take positive action or not we will inevitably experience the most crucial revolution in our history. Hopefully COP15 in Copenhagen will in time mark the beginning of an era where global cooperation is to be achieved for the first time. It is a big call and for those politicians who see climate change as the work of demons and green, left wing conspirators causing untold economic terrorism, let us hope they will in time open their minds to the real challenge and move beyond their self centred restrictive thinking and realise economics alone is not the answer. Where they might have missed out on their education let’s not perpetuate this error for the next generation. And as environmental educators we should talk to your colleagues who specialise in other disciplines. This after all is their responsibility too.

Thankfully, some people are already saying”Change the system rather than concentrate on just the climate”. This need not be a frightening prospect but a move to a better world for all.
Syd Smith
