Stern: "We Underestimated Climate Damage Costs"

Its lead author said in April that the Stern Review on climate change (October 2006) earlier underestimated the risks of global warming.  In 2006, he compared the economic risk of climate change to the Great Depression of the 1930s.  It should have presented a gloomier view of the future.  “We underestimated the risks ... we underestimated the damage associated with temperature increases ... and we underestimated the probabilities of temperature increases,” Lord Nicholas Stern, former chief economist at the World Bank, told the Financial Times.  The Stern Review had extrapolated current trends to a world 2-3°C warmer by 2055, cutting global consumption per head by up to 20%.  Poorest nations would feel the most pain.

In retrospect, he said, he would have taken a much stronger view in the report on the drastic changes that would come about if greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions were not abated.  Back then he estimated the costs of climate change at 5-20% of global gross domestic product (GDP).  But these costs would be much higher if the report had taken a more aggressive stance on the probable consequences of warming.

Data published since then led him to change his mind.  Recent science showed global emissions of GHGs were rising faster and upsetting the climate more than previously thought, Stern said.  Earth's oceans were increasingly saturated and couldn't absorb carbon dioxide as much as previously, he said.

Last year’s report by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) predicted a temperature rise of 3°C within the next 100 years, with catastrophic consequences for the planet, unless GHG emissions were stabilized and then cut within the next decade.  Damages with a 5°C temperature increase would be enormous.

On the other hand, the cost of cutting emissions would be about 1% of global GDP, as also estimated recently by McKinsey, the International Energy Agency, the and the IPCC.  To minimize the risks of dangerous climate change, global GHG emissions should fall 50% by mid-century, including 90% in the US, the Stern Review said.

For more details, see www.ft.com/cms/s/0/d3e78456-0bde-11dd-9840-0000779fd2ac.html and www.planetark.org/avantgo/dailynewsstory.cfm?newsid=48012
