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The cover for this issue was to have been focused on climate change, but with COVID-19 overtaking 
our lives during the preparation of this issue it was decided to blend climate concerns with the impact 
of the pandemic. The cover image needed to reflect environmental concerns and the virus. A 
photograph taken by Bronwyn Stevens on a recent trip to the Antarctic showing cracks in the ice 
seemed a fitting base image with the COVID_19 bacteria looming overhead warning of the need for 
urgent climate change action. The photograph of Antarctic ice, an image of fire and a sourced image 
of the COVID-19 bacteria were blended in Photoshop to appear as a computer painting. 

The fire over the ice is a reminder of the horrific bushfires that Australia and other countries has 
suffered recently which highlights the urgency of not losing sight of what is happening to our climate. 
The COVID-19 pandemic has overshadowed much needed policy changes needed to actively protect 
the climate and the environment. The fire is a reminder that the ice poles are melting – a major global 
warming issue. Many people on social media and elsewhere are discussing the way governments 
have allowed some of the last remaining pristine bushland untouched by the ravages of fire to be 
logged. In the US President Trump is approving many policies that perpetrate atrocities on the 
environment that threaten the survival of endangered species. The cover presents a message that we 
all need to face the challenges ahead of us, on many fronts and to put strong arguments for action to 
those in government. 

Why not discuss issues raised in the 
journal  wi th other readers,  or  even order 
subscr ipt ions and back issues. Vis i t  us at :
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Reflections on Forty Years of Failed
Australian Climate Policy

Foreword

Ian Lowe

Forty years ago, I analysed Australia’s future 
energy alternatives in the very first issue of Social 

Alternatives (Lowe 1977). It then became clear that 
climate change was significant and would demand a new 
approach to energy supply and use (Lowe 1989). Vested 
interests and right-wing politicians have prolonged the 
fossil fuel industry, largely through carefully orchestrated 
misinformation, but rapid change is now evident. The 
2019-20 bushfires demonstrated the scale of the threat 
to Australia. While an optimist might think that even 
Coalition governments will have to bow to the inevitable, 
the fixation with growth remains a fundamental obstacle. 

The COVID-19 pandemic forced even the ideologues 
in the Morrison government to listen to health experts 
and base their responses on expert advice. There was 
broad agreement about the threat to human health. If 
anyone doubted the risks, there was no denying the 
results of expert advice having been denied by elected 
buffoons like Donald Trump and Boris Johnson. So why 
isn’t the similarly concerted advice from climate scientists 
producing a response? By 1997, the evidence convinced 
the global community to conclude the Kyoto Protocol, 
despite the opposition of energy-intensive industries, the 
commercial world generally and a few rogue states such 
as  Saudi Arabia and Australia. In 2020, there is no longer 
any serious challenge to the science showing that human 
activity is changing the global climate in a wide range 
of ways. The 2016 Paris Agreement was recognition by 
political leaders that the problem demands concerted 
global action to slow climate change. A small group still 
say the science is uncertain, but a recent review pointed 
out the obvious fact that there is no coherent alternative 
theory (Benestad et al. 2016).

Coalition governments have consistently acted as if 
the issue of climate change could safely be ignored. 
The Howard government’s studied inaction became an 
obvious electoral liability as the 2007 election approached. 
Kevin Rudd was elected with a clear mandate for action, 
having declared that climate change was the biggest 
moral challenge of our time, but his proposed Carbon 
Pollution Reduction Scheme failed to pass the Senate. 
Malcolm Turnbull, as Leader of the Opposition, was 

prepared to support the plan, but this led to his being 
deposed by disgruntled Liberals opposed to the whole 
idea of responding to climate change. Tony Abbott became 
leader, committed to frustrating the government’s plan. 
Elected in 2013, he tried to roll back all the measures 
introduced by the short-lived Gillard government. When 
Malcolm Turnbull overthrew Abbott, many hoped he 
would act to slow climate change, but it soon became 
apparent that he would not tackle this contentious issue. 
Appeasing those in his government that still don’t accept 
the science, Turnbull had no coherent response to climate 
change. When he was in turn undermined by Peter Dutton 
and replaced by Scott Morrison, the Coalition continued 
a strategy of masterly inaction. Ministers assured voters 
in regional Queensland that coal still has a bright future, 
supporting proposals to develop new mines in the Galilee 
Basin and even suggesting that the government could 
subsidise a new coal-fired power station in northern 
Queensland! The world is still on track for much greater 
increases in average temperature than two degrees 
celsius, while Australia has no strategy to achieve our 
inadequate Paris Agreement target.

The community has moved on, in Australia as in other 
countries. About two million households now have solar 
panels providing some or all of their electricity, while about 
a million use solar hot water. South Australia now gets 
more than 50 per cent of its electricity from renewables 
and exports its surplus. The eastern states grid got the 
majority of its power from renewables at midday on Easter 
Saturday. However, the Morrison government is still acting 
as if science can be ignored and growth promoted. The 
first global systems models showed nearly fifty years 
ago that there are limits to the scale of economic activity 
that the natural systems of the planet can accommodate 
(Meadows et al. 1972). The ‘standard world model’ of 
The Limits to Growth, based on extrapolating the growth 
trends that existed in 1970, led to predicted economic 
and ecological decline after 2030. Recent comparisons 
with forty years of data show that the global community 
is still on that gloomy trajectory (Turner 2013). Despite 
detailed explanations of the environmental emergency 
we face, politicians still behave as if the problems caused 
by growth in human consumption can be safely ignored 
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or, more improbably, solved by even more growth. The 
persistent delusion is that all our social and environmental 
problems can be solved by economic growth. While the 
Coalition more obviously acts on behalf of the business 
community, ALP governments are also committed to 
promoting growth. Unless we can escape from the toxic 
meme of growth, there is no realistic prospect of slowing 
climate change and shaping a future that could, at least 
in principle, be sustainable. 
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and then

     in the deep moisture of a subtropical / night in August / we both know / it is time 
for our bodies to meet / as we clean our teeth / I rehearse / my breathless fear / that 
you will be weak and worn out / that your skin will be clammy / that you won’t reach 
me / yours is a body I can’t read / it is closed and enclosed / in presupposition / in 
warnings / in social quarantine / I fear / that the story of this night will be / that I love 
you but lovemaking is merely endurable / yet I can’t keep my hands off you / as we 
slide into sheets and the creek pulls darkness over its sleek / uninhibited progress 
and you touch me like / reaching the sun on the other side / of the earth you are 
all right there / surging to the surface of your thin limbs / you kiss like wild ginger / 
pushing itself against the moon / your touch is like / depth charges in / open ocean 
/ a soundless / booming / over and over / it is still felt / in my depths / right now / 
years later / where I try to trace the imprint of us / in a language / tainted by horror 
of sickness / tainted by saviours with other needs / than the pure thundering desire 
/ that leaps over my tact as I forget / to love you tender but press / your light frame 
with my full weight / as I consume your sweat / your salt and vinegar exudings / and 
your sweet tenacious breath / I / climb toward / you / hand over hand / wrapping your 
DNA around my wrist / making my way along your genetic chains / seeking out a 
language that is worthy / of touching your body / when all our words have been spent 
/ on the ways that you are incomplete / when it tells me you are ailing / emaciated / 
hunched / infected / and my pleasure says: English, you’re drunk! Go Home! / and 
all my nerves and organs rise in fury to inscribe / this passion upon its absence / 
here where our bodies meet as equals / here where you pull away gasping for air 
/ where infirmity and eros have / the same oceanic eyes / where language leaves 
us to this / slow stroking of white curtains / over our bodies / at dawn

       Sarah Temporal

       NorTherN riverS,  NSW
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Climate Emergency, COVID-19: Introduction 
to 'Global Emergency'

IntroduCtIon

 Bronwyn stevens

This issue of Social Alternatives was originally 
conceived as focusing on the climate emergency 

which was looming as the most serious threat in many 
millennia to all life on earth. Many governments have 
responded so slowly and inadequately that even the 
limited, insufficient aim of keeping global warming below 
1.5oC to 2oC seems unattainable. Far from reacting 
to the emergency with more ambitious goals, some 
governments like the US and Brazil took their countries 
down a denialist path. President Trump has withdrawn 
the US from the Paris Agreement.

Australia, though still clinging to fossil fuel, joined the 
Paris Agreement, but with a very limited target of 26-
28% reduction of its 2005 greenhouse gas emissions 
levels by 2030. There is strong doubt that Australia will 
reach this target as the Commonwealth Government has 
not adopted any meaningful plan to reach its 2030 let 
alone its 2050 targets. Evidence was given to the Royal 
Commission that the cataclysmic bushfires of 2019 and 
2020 were predictable, were related to climate warming 
in Australia and the bushfire season had extended by 
several months per year (see Braganza’s evidence 2020; 
Joshi 2020) Despite this,  Energy Minister Angus Taylor’s 
recently released roadmap Harnessing new technology 
to grow jobs and the economy and lower emissions 
does not evoke confidence with its focus on unproven 
technological solutions (including discredited carbon 
capture and storage) rather than cheaper and proven 
clean energy (Taylor 2020; O’Malley and Foley 2020).

 As it became increasingly clear that international action 
was failing to limit global warming to 1.5°C, young people 
began to realise the consequences climate change 
would have for their future. They began a series of 
school strikes which, along with the Climate Extinction 
protests, spread around the globe in a desperate attempt 
to persuade governments to act on accelerating climate 
change before it is too late.

Climate Emergency

Evidence has continued to mount that warming is 
happening now and proceeding at a faster rate than 
initially forecast. Feedback mechanisms are hastening 

the warming process. Glaciers and ice sheets are 
melting at an accelerated rate (NASA 2020). Analysis 
of the climate models being developed for the sixth 
IPCC assessment report resulted in questioning whether 
previous climate models had underestimated potential 
climate change, if so, heating would be more extreme 
(Grose and Arblaster 2020). We are at a point where 
even limiting warming to 2oC may be unattainable.  With 
the operation of climate inertia, it will take many decades 
for the full impact of our current emissions to be felt and 
many decades of limiting them before global warming 
could be affected. The IPCC Global Warming of 1.5°C 
Report catalogues in devastating detail the impacts 
global warming of 1.5°C will have and how much worse 
it will be at 2°C (IPCC 2018).

The consequences of allowing global warming to 
continue to accelerate are so appalling that the failure 
of governments to act demonstrates a staggering 
ineptitude whose consequences are too awful too 
contemplate. Even a cursory examination of the empirical 
evidence recorded in the IPCC reports and current 
observations reveal the effects of climate change.  The 
hottest temperatures in recorded history, the warming, 
acidification and rising of sea levels, the inundation of 
coastlines and river deltas, more extreme weather events 
and devastating bushfires.

Much of the focus on the impacts of climate change have 
been on the direct outcomes but there are other insidious 
effects. Climate change is really bad for your health. 
‘The climate crisis is making people sicker—worsening 
illnesses ranging from seasonal allergies to heart and 
lung disease’ (Holden 2019: np). Climate change effects 
have begun to materialise and will become worse 
as ‘projected climate change is expected to alter the 
geographic range and burden of a variety of climate-
sensitive health outcomes and to affect the functioning of 
public health and health care systems’ (Haines and Ebi 
2019: 263). This has been understood for many years 
but unlike the immediate impact of COVID-19, it has not 
been seen as urgent enough to provoke action. WHO 
(2018) predicts that between 2030 and 2050, 250,000 
deaths a year attributable to climate change will occur. 
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As the climate warms, health will be increasingly affected 
and the impact of extreme heat events will continue 
to grow. In Australia, heatwaves have been ‘the most 
lethal of all our natural disasters’ while the heatwave 
in Europe in 2003 is estimated to have contributed to 
the loss of around 50,000 lives (McMichael and Lal 
2015). Higher temperatures cause more pollution in 
the atmosphere leading to more deaths from heart and 
respiratory diseases. Plants produce more pollen for 
longer seasons increasing asthma and other respiratory 
diseases (Holden 2019). Heat and increased CO2 in 
the atmosphere will result in changes to the geographic 
range of food crops and in a decrease in yield and 
nutritional quality (Haines and Ebi 2019: 266) Heat-
related diseases like salmonella will increase.

Other health problems will also be exacerbated by climate 
change. Skin cancers are increasing, mental health 
problems rise as disasters such as cyclones, floods, fires 
and forced relocations escalate. Infectious diseases are 
increasing their geographical footprint, particularly vector 
borne diseases like malaria, dengue fever, zika, west 
Nile and Lyme disease carried by mosquitos, midges 
and ticks whose ranges are expanding (McMichael and 
Lal 2015, Holden 2019).

Global Pandemic

While this issue on climate change was under preparation 
another global emergency emerged with immediate and 
devastating impact. COVID-19 is the first worldwide 
pandemic for a century. A virus with a terrifying capacity 
to multiply and kill, one which has as yet no known 
preventative or vaccine and very limited treatments. It 
leaves a legacy of severe health problems in many of 
those affected and its long-term consequences are still 
unknown. This virus is often contagious before symptoms 
are felt and in many has mild or no symptoms making it 
extremely difficult to contain short of locking down whole 
populations. It has infected millions. The numbers keep 
rising so rapidly that figures that are accurate one day 
are entirely overtaken the next. As this issue goes to 
production  almost 22 million people have been infected 
and 774,034 have died (John Hopkins 2020).

Just as the virus seems to be supressed, outbreaks 
have re-occurred in many countries. While lockdowns 
and travel bans have so far proved to be the only way of 
containing the virus, they have had devastating effects 
on economies and the lives of citizens worldwide, 
plunging many into poverty as their jobs disappear. 
This has made some governments reluctant to act and 
even to reject the existence and danger of COVID-19 
with catastrophic consequences for their citizens. It has 
also led some governments to lift restrictions too quickly 
only to face another outbreak such as in South Korea, 
Spain and Greece.

There are inconsistencies in recorded figures as they are 
affected by the capacity of health systems, the amount 
of testing done and the willingness of regimes to portray 
accurate figures. Poorer countries with more limited 
health systems have reduced capacity to both test and 
treat. Worldometer has calculated the number of lives 
lost per million of population. This reveals staggering 
differences in the capacity or willingness of governments 
of even wealthy countries to take effective action. The 
countries with the highest infection rates are currently 
the USA, Brazil and India with the US death rate per 
million being 532.  The the United Kingdom and Sweden, 
despite their well-developed health systems, have 685 
and 571 deaths per million respectively. China’s dramatic 
response of a total lockdown has seen the country first 
hit by the virus record three deaths per million. Smaller 
countries deemed to have had successful outcomes 
include New Zealand with four deaths per million, and 
Taiwan with only 0.3 per million. Australia had been 
relatively successful in containing COVID-19. However 
following the second wave in Victoria, Australia's 
death rate jumped from six to fourteen per million.  
(Worldometer 2020).1

Australia is fortunate in being protected by distance and 
oceans but errors have been made by both federal and 
state governments. The federal governments delay in 
banning entry from Europe and the United States and 
the mishandling of passengers from the Ruby Princess 
by the NSW Health Department contributed to the 
initial rise in cases. The federal government, NSW and 
some oppositions pushed to end the closure of the 
state borders of the four states and one territory that 
implemented them, despite these being the jurisdictions 
that were most successful in containing the virus. 
Victoria’s damaging failure with its hotel quarantine 
resulted in another substantial outbreak. However, the 
Federal Government was held largely responsible for 
the  subsequent disaster in private aged care homes for 
which they were responsible. In this renewed outbreak 
cases and deaths in Victoria exceeded the worst days 
of the initial infections. As of late July, borders in the 
smaller states remain partially or fully closed and NSW, 
initially critical of its neighbours, has now closed its 
border to Victoria.

Global management of the COVID-19 crisis is in the 
hands of the World Health Organisation (WHO). It has 
faced extensive criticisms of its actions particularly from 
the United States Government – it was too slow to act, 
it wasn’t critical enough of the Chinese leadership, it 
hadn’t allowed Taiwan membership. Xu Yi-chong and 
Weller’s article in this issue elaborates on these criticisms 
and assesses their validity. President Trump was at 
the forefront of such criticism which many allege was 
to divert attention from his own government’s handling 
of the pandemic. He subsequently withdrew the US 
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from the WHO. Only Australia gave any support to 
Trump’s allegations floating a bizarre proposal to send 
‘weapons’ type inspectors into China. This proposal 
received no support from the other members at the World 
Health Forum, nor did Donald Trump’s assault on the 
organisation. Instead, a motion strongly supportive of 
the WHO was passed at the May World Health Forum 
by the member states and the WHO was authorised to 
oversee the review (Wintour and Borger 2020).

Global Emergency

In response to the devastations of COVID- 19, this issue 
evolved into Global Emergency. It starts with articles 
and commentaries relating to the climate emergency 
then transitions via a comparative paper to articles on 
the pandemic caused by COVID-19. The issue begins 
with a foreward from Emeritus Professor Ian Lowe 
who published an article in the first edition of Social 
Alternatives and later was joint editor of an issue and 
author of an article on ‘Globalisation and Social Justice’ 
(Lowe 1977; 2004). He cautions that vested interests 
and right-wing politicians fixated on economic growth 
continue to ignore the scientific evidence on climate 
change. While the Morrison Government and the ALP 
‘continue to promote the toxic meme of growth’, there is 
no prospect of slowing climate change.

In an impassioned article Michael Buky provides the 
current context of increased global warming whose 
effects are ‘appearing more quickly than originally 
forecast’. He highlights the failure of government policies 
in general and the Coalition government in Australia in 
particular who ‘deny and dally’ while insurance actuaries 
are charting higher insurance premiums and identify 
areas that will become uninsurable. He designates 
climate change as a ‘super wicked problem’ that 
threatens our very existence as failure to act decreases 
the possibility of successful mitigation. He asks how such 
a disastrous policy failure could occur and identifies 
disinformation campaigns by business, lobbyists and 
ideologues, as causes of the failure of politicians to 
accept the scientific evidence.

In her article ‘Climate Justice: Who bears the burden 
and pays the price?’ Kadi Warner focuses on the lack 
of justice to poor and developing countries who have 
contributed little to historic global greenhouse gas 
accumulations but will bear a disproportionate part of 
the cost. Their lack of bargaining power has allowed 
wealthy developed countries to frame climate change as 
benevolent assistance rather than as just recompense for 
the harm done to developing nations by the emissions 
of wealthy nations. Without acknowledgement of climate 
justice principles underpinning access to financial 
support, Warner argues that the terms for access to 

finance will be those decreed by the countries primarily 
responsible for climate change rather than terms that 
meet the requirements of developing countries in need of 
assistance. She concludes that this will leave millions at 
risk without the resources to build the adaptive capacities 
they will need to survive the ravages of climate change. 

Kathryn English and Claudia Baldwin in ‘How Climate 
Knowledge and Emotions Influence Community Advocacy’ 
explore the understanding and emotional engagement of 
members of the Noosa Biosphere to gain understanding 
of motivation to take action on climate change. They 
note that to achieve the Paris target, greenhouse gas 
emissions need to decline by at least 45% by 2030 but 
the Australian Government has little effective policy in 
place to limit or reverse these emissions. The authors 
examine research on factors affecting attitudes to 
climate change and the role community organisations 
can play. They then focus on the Noosa Biosphere as 
an example of a community organisation that could be 
‘particularly valuable in disseminating information to 
their communities’. Through semi-structured interviews 
and free association tasks with members they examine 
cognitive and emotional responses to climate change to 
help understand the perceptions of community advocates 
and how their effectiveness in promoting action on 
climate change could be improved. Their research 
revealed that factual understanding of causality and 
effects was advanced, but emotive responses indicated 
that some participants viewed climate change action as 
outside their control; such negative reactions could limit 
community action. The information revealed in their study 
indicates that such studies could be ‘a valuable vehicle 
for understanding cognitive and emotional connections 
to climate change’ and be a starting point for facilitating 
community engagement and action.

In his commentary ‘Rethinking us: Civil society, civility, 
climate change and the great unravelling’, Richard Hil 
turns his attention to the reason for Australia’s dilatory 
action on climate change. He sees unwise sceptics 
‘heavily overrepresented among our political elites’, 
many of whom continue to deny the relationship between 
climate change and our recent catastrophic bushfire 
season. In this they are actively supported by the pro-
coal Murdoch media and the failure of journalists in other 
outlets including the ABC to make the political leadership 
accountable for their failure to curb emissions. He fears 
we have ‘lost the war against planetary extinction’. In 
conclusion he notes the need to rebuild civil society and 
renew our sense of community and civility.

David Ritter dwells on the loss caused by the extensive 
bushfires of 2019-2020 which destroyed vast areas 
of the country and ‘extinguished so much life’. Almost 
80% of Australians were affected by the unprecedented 
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damage caused by the fires and toxic smoke that spread 
across our biggest cities. He notes that these disasters 
were caused by climate change driven by the burning 
of fossil fuels and tree clearing despite Australia having 
the resources and technology to shift to clean energy. 
He argues that Australia is being held back by ‘a malign 
complex of vested interests'. Even as the fires raged 
and the seas heated a sustained effort was made by 
these interests to minimise the role of climate change 
in the disasters. While the government listened to the 
scientists when the COVID-19 pandemic hit they still will 
not do so on climate change. Indeed, he notes that the 
commission established for a COVID-19 recovery plan 
is overseen by an oil and gas executive. It has flagged 
government underwriting of an expanded gas industry 
‘ignoring this historic opportunity to build a better future 
with cheaper solar and wind power’.

In their paper ‘Learning from Dual Global Crises: 
COVID-19 and climate change’, Claudia Baldwin and 
Kathryn English analyse the two current global crises 
comparing similarities and differences that ‘may reveal 
opportunities for better outcomes in the lengthy process 
ahead’. Both present ‘multi-dimensional challenges that, 
if not mitigated, are projected to reap unimaginable 
devastation’. COVID-19’s instant threat has ‘elicited 
an immediacy of response not yet granted to climate 
change’. The authors analyse the crisis through seven 
propositions.  In summary these are: business as usual 
is not acceptable; timeliness is critical; policy decisions 
need to be based on evidence; preparations need 
to be based on expert advice; integrated multi-level 
governance is most effective; communities can survive 
change and adapt and finally a sense of shared humanity 
globally is essential. They note that the episodic nature 
of the many deaths that have occurred in Australia as a 
result of climate change has obscured the cause. Acting 
on climate change will involve a modest cost compared 
to the cost of inaction. They conclude that political will 
and support gained from research and review of the 
responses to COVID-19 provide an opportunity for 
systemic action to address climate change.

Xu Yi-chong and Patrick Weller in their article ‘International 
Organisations and State Sovereignty: The World Health 
Organisation and COVID-19’ examine some of the 
allegations levelled at the WHO and argue that most of 
these criticisms were unwarranted, based on a failure 
to understand the difference between the WHO as an 
international organisation directed by its 194 member 
states and the Secretariat, the technical organisation 
that is charged with implementing the responsibilities 
and policies relating to global health delegated to it by its 
member states. They note that many of the criticisms are 
nor factually correct or are political, based on decisions 
not within the authority of the Secretariat but in the 
hands of the member states. Through an examination 

of the WHO’s charter and its actions in the COVID-19 
crisis the authors conclude that much of the criticism is 
ill-founded and factually incorrect. ‘Global health needs 
a global institution and the WHO needs support against 
ill-informed or self-interested critiques’ if it is to effectively 
carry out its essential role.  Xu Yi-chong has addended 
a timeline of COVID-19 events from the first identified 
case to 15 April 2020.

The themed part of this issue concludes with the article 
‘COVID-19 and Regional Health: We’re all in this 
together?’ by Sue Charlton. Here the author examines 
the devasting impacts of the rapid spread of COVID-19, 
globally and on Australia. She considers the management 
of previous pandemics, the federal government and 
national cabinet’s control of this pandemic and the 
different responses of the states. The focus then narrows 
to the impact of the virus on regional South Australia. 
Here, previous policy decisions had created some 
special challenges in management of such a health crisis 
for a regional health area relying on international medical 
staff and cross-border evacuations that is now faced 
with border closures. She considers the impact of social 
distancing and isolation, the difficulties and opportunities 
provided by tele-medicine and potential inequities for 
patients with poor access to the internet or little digital 
literacy. The article concludes with a consideration of 
potential long-term effects on regional Australia from 
this pandemic.
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Swansoft

I counted 21 black swans,

necks a ship-prow arch in the centre of the briny lake.

The squiggled fingers of the littoral trees reached skyward,

   a spindled twist of bark.

Dead branches clawed, fallen, at the water,

white as bone or seasucked shell.

The swans were the wariest;

first to swim as we approached while 

the pelicans, cormorants, sandpipers

stood unruffled.

And in the centre stillness

water stretching outwards in a tessellation of salt

I was myself

and not myself

unravaged and cleansed.

The storm later on the beach blew my thoughts clear

teased the sadness from my

skull til I laughed on the sand,

crisp headed

and thunder crescendoed and lightning bloomed into

wave upon wave of rain

unspooling down

this little earth-burnt body made whole.

And the clouds crack

unpeeling

the bluest of skies and

jet-inked swans on the water.

   heSTer J. rook,
   SydNey, NSW
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Degrees of Climate Crisis 

themed artICLe

mIChaeL Buky

The climate crisis requires urgent and massive changes to all aspects of the world’s political, social 
and economic direction. These changes are needed to avert a crisis that will undoubtedly affect 
the lives of most and the survival of many. The failure of governments to implement the required 
changes is causing, and will continue to cause, massive dislocations in humanity’s health, wealth 
and safety. The Doomsday Clock is currently set at 100 seconds to midnight, and yet we dither. 
This crisis will affect Australia severely, and despite numerous opportunities to act, and even to 
benefit economically, governments have repeatedly failed to act in the nation’s long-term security. 
Short-term economics and the promise of endless consumerism, it seems, have always held sway 
over long-term planning.

KEY WORDS: Climate change, climate crisis, super wicked problem, political failure.

The worst part about being lied to is knowing that you 
weren’t worth the truth. Jean-Paul Sartre

Introduction

Fifty years ago, science writer Gordon Rattray Taylor’s 
The Doomsday Book piqued public interest when it 

highlighted a plethora of critical environmental problems 
including probable global warming caused by the 
‘greenhouse effect’ (Taylor 1970). This forecast a major 
crisis for humanity, although there was little anticipation 
of how soon it would occur.

Subsequent decades brought increasing awareness of 
the proximity of the threat from climate change. Global 
governance structures such as the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) and the UN Framework 
Convention on Climate Change have identified six 
anthropogenic greenhouse gases.1 This paper will 
focus on carbon dioxide, nitrous oxide and methane as 
critical to this threat. Since the 1990s and high-profile 
presentations, such as Al Gore’s An Inconvenient Truth 
in 2006, one would have to be ‘challenged’ in all senses 
to deny the problem existed. And yet, there are many 
in public life who continue to do so. Business, led by 
insurance companies, wants to address the problem as 
profitability is making them take notice. Nevertheless, the 
bald facts are that it is now too late to stop the planet from 
spiralling into increasing climatic mayhem. This paper 
takes no pleasure in stating the situation but is written 
as a lament to what we could have done to stop it.

The Science and its Denial

Taylor cites the British scientist John Tyndall who, in 
1861, linked the levels of atmospheric carbon dioxide 
(CO2) to global temperatures (Taylor 1970: 57). In 
1938, another British scientist, GS Callender, tied this 
concept to the insulating qualities of a greenhouse, also 
suggesting that temperature increases already noted 
were the result of increasing levels of CO2 emissions 
(Taylor 1970: 57).

The ‘greenhouse effect’ posited the theory that increasing 
levels of CO2 in the upper atmosphere would prevent 
terrestrially-generated heat, whatever its source, from 
escaping.

Hence, the earth’s enclosed atmosphere, much like a 
greenhouse in sunlight, would increase in temperature. 
The arguments appeared logical and convincing so it 
could have been expected that they would have been 
widely considered.

Detractors of the theory cited the needless pessimism 
of its proponents. In that era, the greenhouse effect was 
considered to be highly improbable and its mention, 
like sex, religion and politics, was best avoided in polite 
company. We were told to look on the bright side – ‘We’ll 
find a way of fixing it – if it even exists’ was a frequent 
response. Nevertheless, in subsequent decades, this 
noted belief in science and technology did not extend 
to the results of climate research and modelling. The 
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‘greenhouse’ is now heating to the point which threatens 
our very existence. Yet some 150 years after Tyndall, 
former Australian Prime Minister, Tony Abbott, found this 
concept hard to accept asserting carbon dioxide is not 
a problem:

Carbon dioxide is not pollution, carbon dioxide is a 
naturally occurring trace gas. It’s not pollution, we need 
it for life (Coorey 2018).

In 2017, Abbott stated that global heating was ‘probably 
doing good’ and reasserted his 2009 statement that the 
‘so-called settled science of climate change’ was ‘absolute 
crap’ (Mathiesen 2017). He also stated that CO2 is 
‘weightless’, which not only mocks the billions of tonnes 
of annual emissions, but also the centuries-old pedigree 
of the periodic table. Abbott’s appalling ignorance of basic 
science and other denialist rhetoric have peppered the 
air waves and the brains of humanity for too long. They 
have caused intended doubts in many while delaying if 
not stopping policy implementation for climate adaption 
and mitigation. Not all of the political right are climate 
denialists. It is of note that former UK Prime Minister 
Margaret Thatcher, a chemist by training, promoted the 
findings of scientists regarding global heating, whereas 
her then Chancellor of the Exchequer, Nigel Lawson, who 
was an economist, has remained resolutely opposed.

It is perhaps worth summarising the science regarding 
CO2 as well as other greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions 
and their effect on the atmosphere. The planet on which 
we live and its surrounding atmosphere is a finite and 
closed system. The law of ‘conservation of mass’ states 
that in a closed system, the mass of the system remains 
constant. In other words, matter can be neither created 
nor destroyed. Since the beginning of the industrial era, 
humanity has been increasingly releasing carbon dioxide 
stored in forests and underground that are exacerbating 
the current crisis. The trend of this increase in CO2 is 
indisputable, passing 400ppm2 in 2016 and shows no 
sign of changing. One of two global monitoring stations 
collecting the atmosphere’s purest air for analysis, Cape 
Grim, is 50km from the author’s house in NW Tasmania. 
Mauna Loa, Hawaii houses the other monitoring facility, 
which charts annual CO2 levels (Fig 1).

The last time the atmosphere contained CO2  above 400 
ppm was 3.6 million years ago in the Pliocene era, when 
Arctic temperatures were around 16°C (Ogburn 2013) 
and sea levels were 25m higher (Dwyer and Chandler 
2008). Levels of methane and nitrous oxide continue to 
trend upwards as well. Assessing the level of risk posed 
by this massive change in atmospheric gases has been 
the subject of much debate.

Fig 1: CO2 ppm levels at sea level showing seasonal variation (NOAA 
2019).

Fig. 2: Global surface temperatures relative to 1880-1920 based on 
GISTEMP data, which employs GHCN.v3 for meteorological stations, 
NOAA ERSST.v5 for sea surface temperature, and Antarctic research 
station data (NASA 2020).

Global temperatures correlate with increasing levels of 
atmospheric CO2 (Fig. 2) although they lag, possibly 
owing to the global ocean heat absorption discussed later.

An April 2019 paper in Atmospheric Chemistry and 
Physics (Wilkerson et al. 2019) revealed compelling data 
that emissions of the third most potent greenhouse gas, 
nitrous oxide, had increased by a factor of twelve. Nitrous 
oxide (N2O) traps heat nearly 300 times more effectively 
than CO2. This gas derives from the permafrost of the 
Arctic tundra in Russia, Finland, Canada and Alaska. 
These permafrost releases are occurring much earlier 
than expected, suggesting the beginning of a feedback 
loop that also includes releases of another potent GHG, 
methane(CH4). Furthermore, the albedo effect may 
be exacerbating the feedback loop by reducing solar 
reflectivity as more snow melts. The Arctic is on the global 
heating frontline with air temperature anomalies nearly 
5°C above 1979 levels while sea ice is rapidly decreasing.

The 2019 summer temperature anomalies in Alaska have 
exceeded all previous levels (ACCAP 2020). June 2019 
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was 6.2°C above normal and confirms the anomalous 
Arctic heating trend from numerous data sets (Fig. 3).

Alaska Statewide Temperature Index: Nov 27, 2018 
to May 25, 2019

Fig. 3: Alaska temperature anomalies November 2018-May 2019.

Fig. 4: Graph showing rapid heating over recent decades (NASA 2020).

Fig. 5: Global Ocean Heat Content Change (IAP 2020).

Furthermore, the Arctic trend is not exceptional. In the 
middle latitudes of the northern hemisphere, average 
temperature increases of 100 times faster than that 
observed in the geologic record have been recorded 
(Caldeira 2015).

It should also be noted how closely the global NASA data 
sets coincide with those from other agencies in the US, 
the UK and Japan (Fig. 4).

However, the herd of elephants in the climate waiting room 
is the progression of ocean temperature anomalies. The 
world’s oceans act as a thermostat for the land.  The total 
ocean area of 360 million square kilometres and volume 
of 1.3 billion cubic kilometres (NOAA 2020) dwarfs the 
earth’s land area of 149 million square kilometres in 
every dimension. This mass of water absorbs, circulates 
and stores not only heat from the air, but also from the 
land. While the daily land temperature may vary by 15°C 
or more, the adjacent coastal sea temperature will vary 
by merely a degree or two. The farther from land and 
the deeper you test the water, the smaller the variation. 

Anyone who lives near the coast (as do much of the 
world’s population) will attest to the moderating aspects 
of oceans on the coastal climate – the sea breeze is but 
one aspect.

The data and arguments are lengthy, complicated and 
deserve a separate paper, however, the chart below 
reveals the steady progression of the amount of energy 
entering the oceans over 60 years. Without the normal 
variations seen in land-based data, the chart shows the 
relentless nature of the increase in global sea water 
temperatures. The 1.5 x 1022 Joule increase in the upper 
2000m of the world’s oceans in 2017 also yielded a 1.7mm 
global sea level rise (Fig. 5) (Cheng and Zhu 2018). This 
rise occurred not only due to ice-melt but also from thermal 
expansion. Using a nuclear analogy, Al Gore comments 
that the amount of heat energy currently trapped daily by 
the atmosphere is equivalent to 500,000 Hiroshima bombs 
(Seccombe 2019). With ninety percent of earth’s residual 
heat being absorbed by oceans (IAP 2020) the upward 
progression of the bar chart becomes less surprising.

Risk and Policy Failure

As an indicator of risk and a suggested definitive response 
as to the seriousness of the climate crisis, insurance 
actuaries provide an independent and pragmatic 
assessment. Actuaries’ main concern is to assess risk 
categories in order to ensure a company’s continuing 
solvency. If the actuaries’ risk profile for a category is 
in error, a company stands to lose either billions in lost 
business or billions in excess claims. As in any business, 
rejecting a potential or existing customer would only occur 
when the risk is so great as to make it more likely than 
not to cause a loss to the company. The ability or cost to 
insure against climate-related events, such as flood or 
bushfire, therefore, becomes an indicator of any change 
in that risk category, much in the same way as a 20-year-
old with speeding convictions driving a Ferrari should 
expect a hefty premium and excess, and may even be 
uninsurable. The Actuaries Climate Index (Fig.6) plots the 
combination of five climate variables (high temperature 
events, low temperature events, heavy rainfall, drought 
and sea level) since 1960 for North America. This shows 
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Fig. 6: Actuaries Climate Index – USA and Canada.

a consistent increase in extreme weather events with 
several years post-2015 revealing highest recorded 
values (ACI 2020). Following this trend, it is axiomatic 
that insurance premiums will increase proportionally to the 
increased risk, until eventually the likelihood of excessive 
claims outweighs the chance of profit.

Although until recently no home in Australia has been 
uninsurable, several residents in Blackmans Bay, 
Tasmania were refused insurance in May 2019 owing to 
risk from flooding (ABC 2019). It is to be expected that 
more homes in Australia will become uninsurable as the 
climate crisis progresses. This refusal to insure will start 
in higher risk zones such as beachfront, riverside and 
proximity to fire-prone bush, then progress to what have 
been hitherto seen as lower risk areas.

Business also provides an indicator of risk assessment. 
In July 2019, the chief executive of BHP, the world’s 
largest mining corporation, announced its acceptance of 
the IPCC assessment on a heating climate – that it was 
anthropogenic and the ‘physical impacts are unavoidable’. 
As well as undertaking to reduce their emissions, BHP 
also proposed acceptance of the much-derided (at least 
in Australia) ‘price on carbon’ (BHP 2018). The BHP board 
have a fiduciary duty to shareholders to minimise their 
business’s risk of exposure to the climate crisis. Once 
the climate crisis is acknowledged, this duty becomes 
incumbent on all public companies.

The climate crisis provides a problem that modernity is 
not well-suited to deal with. Extending Rittel and Webber’s 
1973 paper in which ‘wicked’ problems are difficult to 
define and inherently unsolvable3, Levin et al. (2012) term 
the climate crisis a ‘super wicked’ problem. Further to the 
ten criteria listed, Levin et al. extend these to include ‘time 
is running out; those who cause the problem also seek to 
provide a solution; the central authority needed to address 
it is weak or non-existent; and, partly as a result, policy 
responses discount the future irrationally’. The climate 
crisis threatens our very existence, and not only have 
we failed to act, we have by our policy failure ensured 

that our life-sustaining climate deteriorates even further. 
Furthermore, there is no sign of stabilisation in GHG 
emissions, let alone a decrease, although the COVID-19 
epidemic may provide a temporary slowing of their growth 
resulting from the impending global economic recession.

So how has this come about? How have the multitude 
of human strands failed so spectacularly to face the 
one issue that ensures human existence is increasingly 
threatened? One can suggest the disinformation 
campaigns by business and their lobbyists, the ideologues 
of climate crisis denialism and their specious arguments, 
the ignoring of reports and scientific data, but all these can 
be sheeted home to a failure of politics and the political 
class. Subject to ‘a politics of the aggrieved’, political 
parties quickly become demonised if they make any group 
worse off (Aly 2019). If they try to tax or deny the financial 
privileges of one group, whether it is mining companies 
or retirees with over-generous benefits, governments are 
certain to meet not only howls of protest but a vigorous 
and well-financed campaign to drop the proposal. This has 
occurred in both State and Federal Australian elections 
for the last two decades. Hence, taking necessary policy 
measures that impinge on one group for the benefit of 
the majority becomes problematic. In this policy process, 
the environment becomes an early casualty as ‘jobs’ are 
a current concern, while climate considerations can be 
postponed to some distant date, if not indefinitely.

Acting against threats to the nation and its people is a 
primary duty of political leaders. However, the tendency 
is to act on threats that enhance their political capital. 
Terrorism is a case when governmental over-reaction 
and new legislation unite, encouraging voters to re-elect 
the legislators who say they keep us safe. The fact that 
the terrorist, as has been demonstrated, is frequently 
not on the security agencies’ watch list is ignored. The 
much-used and abused term of ‘security’ is invoked when 
short-term threats of bomb and bullet are considered, but 
not for the security issue that threatens every member of 
humanity – the massive issue of a heating planet. The 
failure of governments worldwide to take meaningful 
steps currently and in preceding decades is of epic 
proportions. Their duty was to listen to the informed and 
their own experts, and to ignore the voices acting against 
the common interest. Waleed Aly argues that the national 
interest acts against any state disadvantaging itself 
through pre-emptive climate action and that democracy 
is therefore incapable of solving the problem (Aly 2019). 
Whatever the reasoning, ongoing arguments regarding 
responsibility for the cause of global heating and any 
required action have resulted in delays that ensure a 
worsening of a crisis in which every day counts. Instead, 
short-term electoral cycle interests were, and continue to 
be, prioritised. For this, the political class must be held 
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accountable. The issue most affecting voters’ security is 
the one they have failed to act on.

The political class now in power have had a unique 
opportunity to act, having had access to as much, if 
not more education and information than previous 
generations. Politicians have access to the best 
science, which has been available since the 1980s, and 
a responsibility to develop mitigation and adaptation 
measures that will serve in the national interest as well as 
fulfilling our global commitments. There was no shortage 
of expert advice with numerous bodies and reports all 
giving similar predictions with even the Pentagon, not 
known as an environmentally sensitive organisation, 
giving warnings. In 2003, the US Defense Department 
commissioned a report that voiced concern regarding the 
security implications from global heating for US bases and 
their operation (Schwartz and Randall 2003). Further, the 
US Navy is equally engaged in addressing the dangers 
facing its operations with the focus on the strategic 
consequences of a melting Arctic (Rosenberg 2012). Yet 
the conclusions stemming from these reports were not 
acted on, while the upward trend in GHG concentrations 
not only increased but accelerated.

The fact that governments have done nowhere near 
enough not only indicts them but also reflects the system 
in which they operate. Making policy that extends further 
than their period of power has always been problematic 
and in the current era increasingly so. Highly partisan 
environments along with the perceived electoral benefits 
of budgetary allocations prevent governments from taking 
the steps needed against specific threats. Projecting 
policy ten or more years into the future is considered 
beyond a risk worth taking when an hour in politics can 
be a long time.

Nevertheless, it should also be noted that governments 
have become increasingly out of phase with voters’ 
concerns. Public opinion on matters such as same sex 
marriage, euthanasia and climate breakdown have not 
been reflected by government policy directions. This 
time lag and even outright opposition reflects a turgid 
bureaucracy that is resistant to change and innovation 
with voters often well ahead of government policy and 
the conservative approach of ministers.

Australia’s record on renewable energy is a case study 
in government inaction and procrastination. With the 
uptake of renewable energy led by households, the 
Federal Government has done little to promote it. Cost, 
convenience and common sense have been trumped 
by a gold-plated electricity infrastructure, coal-induced 
emissions and political hot air. If Australian Governments 
had promoted and supported renewable energy instead 

of mining industry subsidies, they could have encouraged 
the transition from a fossil fuel-based to a ‘green’ economy 
decades previously. Instead, in 2020, there are still many 
members of the Federal parliament lobbying to build coal-
fired power stations. The fact is that, not only will these 
power station assets become stranded in the near future, 
but the mines from which they derive their fuel will become 
redundant and non-productive eyesores.

Consequence and the Economics

The next question to pose is, if we have reached the 
widely-predicted tipping point, is there any point in 
attempting to change the way in which we conduct our 
lives? This existential moment is now the reality we have 
to face. Despite humanity’s many faults and foibles, we 
remain an optimistic species. The countdown to the 
ticking bomb ends with the hero saving the day in the last 
few seconds. A drug is developed that cures the plague; 
the pilot pulls out of the dive. Alas, these movie endings 
do not replicate reality. With few exceptions, humanity 
rarely steps back from the abyss – as Jared Diamond 
has explained, civilisations perish from drought, greed 
or overuse of limited resources. The planet on which we 
live has now reached the point where even our upper 
atmosphere is conspiring to act against our survival. 
Could this gaseous entity be made to change direction? 
Under a war footing in which the global economy was 
turned 180 degrees towards reduction and absorption of 
anthropogenic GHG emissions, there is a possibility, but 
I suggest that this is unlikely to happen – the greed and 
wilful ignorance is too deeply embedded.

Proposing economic growth in this finite and deteriorating 
system is an assured way of accelerating the crisis. A 
policy that proposes a reduction in growth let alone a 
deflationary contraction is seen as economic heresy 
that would bring ruin to any state and is political suicide. 
However, a radical change of the current economic 
model was precisely what was required decades ago. 
Nevertheless, in our current predicament, any change 
appears highly improbable and would, anyway, be far too 
late to prevent the vicissitudes of the worsening climate 
emergency.

A global temperature increase of 2°C is already ‘baked 
in’ by 2100 with an additional increase of between ½-2°C 
predicted by various climate models. The minimum 
predicted increase will be sufficient to change the planet 
as we know it with increasing droughts, fires and floods.  
It is argued that while we need to decarbonise our 
economies yesterday in order to limit global temperature 
increases beyond 2100, government parsimony regarding 
climate action would be better directed to adapting to 
the effects. The relocation of vulnerable communities 
would be a massive and budget-challenging program that 
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cannot be avoided. Such relocations have already begun 
in Alaska and Greenland. Equally, relocation of farming 
communities in drought areas would involve massive 
costs as well as creating concerns for food production 
and budgetary bottom lines. However, the alternative 
‘do-nothing’ approach would be even more costly in both 
dollar and human terms. We have to start now to mitigate 
the future fall-out from the climate crisis.

Joseph Stiglitz, former chief economist of the World Bank 
and Nobel Prize winner could not be more emphatic: ‘The 
climate emergency is our third world war. Our lives and 
civilization as we know it are at stake, just as they were 
in the second world war’ (Stiglitz 2019). However, the 
climate crisis differs from a war in that, like the wicked 
problem criteria mentioned previously, it has no end. 
Whatever happens, future generations will be obliged 
to battle climatic deterioration on a permanent basis. 
Stiglitz also states that a ‘Green New Deal’ would in fact 
be beneficial to the economy (Stiglitz 2019). With the 
amount of property and infrastructure reconstruction 
required in addition to transitioning to a renewable energy 
system along with a decarbonising of manufacturing, there 
would be massive boost to the global economy. When it is 
considered that this economic stimulus would also assist 
in humanity’s long-term survival, the argument becomes 
indisputable.

As in the case of convincing a heroin addict that a drug-
free life is possible, part of the problem is envisaging that 
a fossil fuel-free economy is not only viable but preferable. 
While the withdrawal period might be lengthy, eliminating 
the worst atmospheric pollutants such as coal-burning 
must be prioritised. In 2019, the UK managed two weeks 
without any coal-powered electricity generation – the first 
time this had occurred since 1880 (BBC 2019). Although 
nuclear generation was part of the supply, the change to 
renewables is unambiguous. On one day, one quarter of 
the total energy supplied was solar in a country not known 
for its sunny disposition. In the end, the market may be 
the decision-maker as renewables become increasingly 
cheaper per watt/hour to generate.

The seeming inability of Australian Governments and 
many voters to want, or even envisage, a carbon-free 
future, along with the benefits this would create, has 
been a major obstacle to progress. Given the rate of 
technological change and the use of batteries in buses 
and taxis, there seems no reason why all modes of land 
transport cannot be powered without fossil fuels.

Failure

The failure to act has attracted comment from all levels 
of science and academia. Professor Hilary Bambrick, 
the head of school of public health and social work at 

Queensland University of Technology asserted, ‘It’s not a 
stretch to think that, unless we urgently and meaningfully 
reduce our emissions, we are heading into the endgame. 
We actually have a choice right here and now as to 
whether that’s where we want to go’ (Bellamy 2019). 
Professor Bambrick does not state what the endgame 
might entail but others are not so moderate in their 
comments.

David Wallace-Wells’s The Uninhabitable Earth is 
unambiguous from the opening line, ‘It is worse, much 
worse, than you think’ and does not resile from giving 
every potential outcome (Wallace-Wells 2019: 3). 
Although needlessly over-written in places, for the data 
alone are alarming enough, he covers every aspect of a 
warmer future including the psychological effects on a 
heated population. The book emphasises the enormity of 
the task if heating is to be limited and eventually stopped, 
although this is a coda to the main thrust of disastrous 
inevitability.

Climate scientist, Ken Caldeira of the Carnegie Institute 
for Science calculated in 2003 that to avoid catastrophic 
climate breakdown4 the world would need to build the 
clean equivalent of a 1500 megawatts (MW) power station 
every single day between 2000 and 2050 (Caldeira et 
al 2003) – the equivalent of over 18,000 nuclear power 
stations in total (see Fig 7). Even to maintain equilibrium at 
a potentially catastrophic 2°C, 900 MW/day of renewable 
energy would need to enter the system.5 Despite valiant 
efforts by renewable power generators, failing a powerful 
new technology in the next few years such as nuclear 
fusion (that has been 30 years away for the last 50 years) 
it is hard to see how we could even achieve 10% of this 
figure. The unstated premise is that ‘nuclear’ is a clean 
technology which is in itself disputed. However, to achieve 
this target, it would be hard if not impossible to achieve 
without nuclear generation.

Fig. 7: The chart plots the amount of clean energy required to be 
built every day from 2000-2050 to maintain an equilibrium at various 
temperature levels (Caldeira 2003).
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Professor Penny D. Sackett of the Australian National 
University’s Climate Change Institute, and former chief 
scientist for Australia comments:

Humanity as we have known it is not doing us any 
favours in this climate emergency. Individuals the 
world over could define and demand a new future, 
embracing our common humanity and rejecting 
proposals that place private, isolated profit over the 
common, unified good (Bellamy 2019).

This comment invites the adoption of a global political and 
economic philosophy diametrically opposed to what is 
currently practised. The sheer scale of the crisis and the 
major changes required to address it make the problem 
virtually insoluble, and every day that the crisis escalates, 
so does the means of addressing it.

Self-admitted catastrophist, Kelly McKinney, a former 
New York City emergency management official and 
Chief Disaster Officer at the American Red Cross, 
judges that populations are woefully unprepared both 
physically and mentally for impending natural disasters. 
As a generally optimistic species, humanity prefers not 
to consider situations in which normal life with running 
water, food and emergency services becomes unavailable 
(Riminton 2019). For a single event in a specific location, 
this unpreparedness can have serious consequences. 
Governments already face enormous challenges coping 
with emergency events. For a long-term, world-wide 
and slowly increasing level of natural disasters, both in 
frequency and severity, physical preparedness becomes 
exponentially harder. McKinney also emphasises the 
lack of national, let alone global, planning for such 
events. Currently, local planners are mainly responsible 
for front-line responders whereas disasters frequently 
have nation-wide consequences. Food supply, high 
casualty levels and populations migrating to safer 
areas are all of national consequence. Furthermore, the 
psychological ramifications of life-changing disasters 
require consideration. In July 2019 the independent UK-
based Committee on Climate Change stated that the 
UK’s climate crisis preparations, along with the cutting of 
essential programs, are totally inadequate and leave the 
population at risk (CCC 2020). The chair of the committee, 
Lord Debden, commented:

The whole thing is run by the government like 
a Dad’s Army. We can’t possibly go on with this 
ramshackle system; it doesn’t begin to face the 
issues. It is a real threat to the population.

You need to make real changes to protect people 
here and now from the climate change that we know 
is happening. We are not even preparing for 2°C 

[rise in global temperature] let alone the position we 
might be in if the world does not [drive emissions 
down to zero] (Carrington 2019).

After hurricane Katrina in 2005, sixty-two percent of 
evacuees met the criteria for acute stress disorder with 
the likelihood that nearly fifty percent would suffer PTSD 
up to two years afterwards (Mills et al. 2007). Widespread 
mental illness in national populations after a disaster 
is currently outside any consideration by governments 
and their budgets. Suffice it to say that profound mental 
disturbance could become normal. It is to be expected 
that the fabric of social cohesion will probably break 
down, leading to irrational behaviour and panic. The 
normal responses of fight, flight or freeze will most likely 
lead to a preponderance of the latter with those affected 
unable to conduct their optimal survival plan. In these 
circumstances, society would be unable to function in a 
life-sustaining manner.

This probable societal breakdown emphasises the 
absolute requirement for governments and their agencies 
to consider every aspect of preparation to confront the 
upcoming emergency. As well as population relocation, 
shelters, food stocks and power supply provision, an army 
of health workers will be needed to deal with the plethora 
of mental and physical injuries in addition to the disease 
ramifications of a heating planet. That no government has 
mobilised to this degree and has not stated any provision 
for dealing with this future apart from normal emergency 
management is concerning. Currently, emergency events 
such as floods and bushfires are difficult to control with 
systems and responders usually taxed to the limit. For 
example, in the January 2016 remote area bushfires 
started by lightning, the Tasmanian Fire Service was not 
only underfunded and unprepared for such an event, 
but were unable to extinguish numerous blaze fronts for 
over a month. Eventually, interstate firefighters in small 
vehicles were ferried to Tasmania to deal with the crisis. 
Despite this warning, bushfires in the 2018-2019 season 
were widespread and long-lasting with similar problems 
encountered. It might be considered that the budget for 
a future increase in bushfire frequency, intensity and size 
would be increased to reflect this likely reoccurrence, 
however, to date, the Tasmanian Government shows no 
such inclination.

This failure will perhaps become the new normal in that 
governments accept that they will be unable to protect 
their territory and their populations, instead relying on 
interstate, or even international aid. This is a dubious 
premise as all territories will be affected by their own 
emergencies and therefore increasingly unwilling, or 
even unable, to sacrifice their own protection. ‘Borrowing’ 
equipment such as airborne water bombers will become 
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a redundant policy. This has enormous consequences 
for State budgets as they will require large amounts of 
expensive plant on hand for when an emergency occurs 
along with in-depth training for personnel who will be 
needed to operate them. The services needed to support 
these personnel will need concomitant expansion. But 
even then, emergency management will never be able to 
cater for all situations and a triage process will inevitably 
be required. Some bushfires will be left to burn. Owing 
to the sheer weight of numbers, some casualties may 
receive little or no help. This leads to the conclusion that 
government emergency management will consequently 
be obliged to admit that they are no longer able to help 
increasing parts of the territories for which they hold 
responsibility and probably retreat to large population 
centres. If a prime function of government is to care for 
the health and safety of their populations this admission 
would cast into doubt their raison d’être.

Conclusion

This paper discusses from a pragmatic and practical 
level the likely effects on populations and their integrity 
in a heating world. For too long, the bitter pill has been 
coated in multiple layers of saccharin. Most politicians 
and many academics have been unwilling to state clearly 
what are the outcomes in a heating world. When I asked 
the Radio National broadcaster, Phillip Adams, about the 
optimism of his climate expert interviewees, he replied 
in an email headed ‘Too Late’ that, ‘Backstage, Tim F, 
George M  and most others entitled to an opinion are, 
like you and I, despairing …’ (pers. comm. 27/11/2013). 
Scientists are very cautious, perhaps too cautious, in 
giving their analyses of the climate modelling pumped 
out by their supercomputers. They risk the opprobrium of 
their peers and even ridicule by the public for any over-
stated conclusions along with rejection by governments 
who want their policies, and the spin they put on them, 
to dominate the news agenda. This has given us a 
new age of ignorance in which peer-reviewed scientific 
research is rejected while social media and amateur 
websites continually broadcast conspiracy theories. It is 
time that we at least  acknowledge that, without effective 
and enduring climate action, a majority of humanity’s 
remaining time on this planet will be measured in decades, 
and not centuries, and that for many of us, leading what 
we consider a ‘normal’ life is going to become increasingly 
unlikely. Currently, we are not even arranging the deck 
chairs on the Titanic, but are merely thinking about cutting 
the timber to make them.

Coda

In this fast-developing crisis, there is an inevitable time 
lag between policy and research announcements, and 
the publication of this journal. In July 2019, a study by 19 
climate scientists of the Pages 2K Consortium increased 

the level of certainty to 99% for the anthropogenic cause 
of global heating. Furthermore, the paper stated that the 
current era is producing the fastest and most extensive 
increase in temperature in the last 2000 years (Neukom 
et al. 2019).
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End Notes
1.  Carbon dioxide, methane, nitrous oxide and the fluorinated gases 
     of perfluorocarbons, hydrofluorocarbons and sulphur hexafluoride.
    410.27 ppm in November 2019.
2. The categorisation of wicked problems derived from social policy 
    planning include ten criteria: 
 1. There is no definitive formulation of a wicked problem.
 2. Wicked problems have no stopping rule.
 3. Solutions to wicked problems are not true-or-false, but better 

or worse.
 4. There is no immediate and no ultimate test of a solution to 

a wicked problem.
 5. Every solution to a wicked problem is a "one-shot operation"; 

because there is no opportunity to learn by trial and error, every 
attempt counts significantly.

 6. Wicked problems do not have an enumerable (or an 
exhaustively describable) set of potential solutions, nor is there 
a well-described set of permissible operations that may be 
incorporated into the plan.

 7. Every wicked problem is essentially unique.
 8. Every wicked problem can be considered to be a symptom 

of another problem.
 9. The existence of a discrepancy representing a wicked 

problem can be explained in numerous ways. The choice of 
explanation determines the nature of the problem's resolution.

 10. The social planner has no right to be wrong (i.e. planners 
are liable for the consequences of the actions they generate).

3. Rittel, H  and Webber, M, 1973, ‘Dilemmas in a General Theory of 

      Planning’, Policy Sciences, 4: 155-169.
4.  To stabilise heating at 1.5°C.
5.  It should be noted that the paper gives a ±500 MW/day margin of 

error on this figure allowing a large variation.
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The Shell of Entitlement

Emerging from the shell of entitlement
broken open, at last,

by voices too loud and raw to ignore,

my tree of certainties gleaming bare and wet,
all its leaves adrift at its base,

the world entire is remade

and I am astonished at the extent
of the damage and pain all around me

no more than at the inherited blindness

with which for so long I engaged the world,
so many truths hidden from my view.

   david adèS,
   BeecrofT, NSW  
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Climate Justice: Who bears the burden
and pays the price?

themed artICLe

kadI warner

Climate change is real, relentless, and transforming our world.  The accelerating and deepening 
impacts of climate change will not be borne equally or fairly, with poor developing countries 
who have contributed little to global greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions bearing the brunt of 
global climate change.  The lack of  bargaining power in international negotiations by developing 
countries has enabled developed countries to determine not only the amount of their climate 
finance contributions, but to frame climate finance not as compensation for historical emissions, 
which would establish responsibility and imply liability, but as a gesture of goodwill rather than 
as an obligation.  Developing countries are facing a bleak future if current GHG emission trends 
continue.  Without recognition of climate justice as an underlying principle for access to financial 
and technological resources, millions of the most vulnerable will be at climate risk with limited 
opportunities to build adaptive capacity and strengthen resilience.

KEY WORDS: climate change, climate justice, climate finance, climate risks, climate adaptation, 
Green Climate Fund, Adaptation Fund

Climate change is the ultimate injustice and this truth needs 
to be reflected in how we tackle it. Poor countries that have 
done little to cause the problem are suffering the most from 
it, while the countries that have got rich from a fossil powered 
development are better able to protect themselves.

Mohamed Adow, Christian Aid’s International Climate Lead 
(CIDSE 2018).

Climate change is real, relentless, and transforming 
our world. While our knowledge and understanding 

continue to unfold, there is little doubt that the world of 
2050, 2075 and 2100 will be different from the world of 
today (WMO 2020).

While the accelerating and deepening impacts of climate 
change will touch everyone and every place in some 
way, it will not be borne equally or fairly, between rich 
and poor countries, women and men, and older and 
younger generations. It is already affecting vulnerable 
countries and posing a major threat to food security 
(see Fig 1). The high agricultural dependence of many 
developing countries suggests that droughts, floods, and 
the related increase in pests and invasive species will 
disrupt farming and result in  widespread reductions in 
income and high levels of food insecurity (Busby and 
von Uexkull 2018).

Figure 1 map was created by Eco Experts using research 
from the ND-GAIN Index. It shows the countries that 

would cope the best – and the worst – with climate 
change. The ND-GAIN Index analyses 181 countries 
based on factors like physical vulnerability, healthcare, 
food supply and government stability, and ranks them 
on their ability to cope with the challenges posed by a 
warming planet. The map presents country-level data, 
not regional or city level. High income countries in 
general have more resources which shift them toward 
the top of the list while lower-income countries are 
shifted down.

Fig 1. Countries Most at Risk from Climate Change (Wine Water 
Watch Org. 2018).

Despite contributing the least greenhouse gas (GHG) 
emissions, no continent will be struck as severely by 
the impacts of climate change as Africa (Sy 2015; 
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Beavogui 2019). Given its geographical position, Africa 
is particularly vulnerable due to its considerably limited 
adaptive capacity, exacerbated by widespread poverty. 
Sub-Saharan Africa will be especially hard-hit with rising 
temperatures and rains that will be too little, too much, or 
too late. Over the past three decades, drought in Africa 
was the deadliest climate-related disaster in the world. 
More people died from droughts in Africa than all the 
climate-related deaths combined from the rest of the 
world. The development gains made by African countries 
will be undermined by the impact of climate change as 
countries fall back, or deeper into, poverty (Hallegatte et 
al. 2016). An analysis of the projected impact of climate 
change in Africa found that economic growth would be 
severely hindered with a rise in per capita income at a 
fraction of the potential during this century (see Fig 2).

Fig 2. Projected effects Sub-Saharan African countries GDP per 
capita (by year 2098). https://www.brookings.edu/multi-chapter-report/
foresight-africa/

For Sub-Saharan Africa, as well as other regions and 
countries facing high climate risk, the crucial issues 
are what can be done to build adaptive capacity and 
resilience, and how to pay for it.

Climate Justice: Who will pay the price of adaptation?

While the underlying issues of responsibility and 
adaptive capacity have been discussed at sessions of 
the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC) since the 1990s, the primary focus 
was to lower GHG emissions to reach agreement by 
industrialised countries to take (voluntary) domestic 
action.1 Countries that will bear the brunt of global 
climate change, such as countries in Africa, have limited 
bargaining power in  international negotiations (Sy 2015). 
This lack of negotiating power has resulted in the failure 
of the developed world to acknowledge that climate 
finance to developing countries is compensation for its 
historical emissions. This would establish responsibility 
and imply liability. Instead, climate finance is framed as 
reflecting the goodwill of developed countries to assist 
developing countries in mitigating and adapting to climate 
change by providing climate finance, capacity building 
and technology transfer.

The Paris Agreement (2015) was a remarkable 
achievement, with 175 countries proposing their 
Nationally Determined Commitments (NDC) for 
domestic (national) action to lower emissions. The 
Paris Agreement’s central aim is to keep the global 
temperature rise below 2°C above pre-industrial levels 
and to pursue efforts to limit the temperature increase 
even further to 1.5°C. However, the commitments made 
by countries in the Paris Agreement will not result in a 
temperature increase below 2°C. Current projections are 
a far higher temperature increase of 2.6 to 3.2°C which is 
a catastrophic scenario (OECD n.d.; Nunn et al. 2019).2  

There is a strong economic and political incentive for 
developed countries not to reduce their emissions: 
countries have to pay 100% of the costs in the short 
term, while only receiving a fraction of the benefits (global 
reduction in emissions) in the longer term. A common 
explanation by countries as to why they have failed to 
reduce emissions is the negative effects it would have 
on short term growth objectives (Napoli 2012).

Youth strikes and demonstrations notwithstanding, 
there are no consequences for a country if it fails to 
meet its Paris Agreement pledge and commitments. 
The NDCs countries submitted to the UNFCCC to lower 
GHG emissions are not legally binding; countries are 
only legally bound to have their progress tracked and 
to determine ways to strengthen ambition, for example 
setting more ambitious targets to lower emissions. 
Developing countries can do little when developed 
countries fail to act on the commitments and pledges 
they made.

While the purpose of the NDC is to provide GHG 
emissions targets, most developing countries, including 
all the African countries, took the initiative to also 
include adaptation actions in their NDCs. Unsurprisingly, 
given their agricultural dependency and concerns over 
food security, the sectors most frequently mentioned 
for climate adaptation actions are agriculture, water 
(frequently related to agriculture) and health (GIZ 2020).  
As for the ability to pay the costs for climate actions, the 
proposed NDCs of developing countries  are designated 
as being conditional (contingent on external support in 
the form of finance, technology transfer and capacity 
building) or unconditional (country can implement with 
own resources); the majority of climate mitigation and 
adaptation actions are designated as conditional and 
requiring external support.

Where will the support come from? 

In the Paris Agreement, the developed countries agreed 
to provide USD 100 billion a year from 2020-2025 for 
developing countries to adapt to climate impacts and 
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enable ‘green growth’, i.e. low-carbon development, 
with an expectation that after 2025 the funding would 
increase and include a broader range of contributors 
(Egli and Stunzi 2019; UNFCCC 2015). What continues 
to be missing from the climate finance agreements is 
the consideration of the needs and wellbeing of the 
most vulnerable countries and the most vulnerable 
communities who do not have the ability and resources 
to adapt to factors such as drought or flooding. Climate 
justice calls for the equitable distribution of resources 
to tackle climate change and for climate vulnerable 
countries and people to take part in the decisions about 
how the money is to be spent.

While USD 100 billion is a seemingly large pool of funds, 
it is far below the additional costs faced by countries 
for adaptation actions. Even if developing countries 
can commit to increase domestic sources of revenue, 
substantial international funding will be required to bridge 
the growing adaptation gap – a gap that will continue to 
increase as temperatures rise and the situation of many 
countries worsens.

Where are we now?

Mohamed Nasheed, head of Maldives negotiating 
delegation (2019) told the UN Climate talks in Katowice 
that ‘Carbon emissions are rising, rising and rising and 
all we seem to be doing is talking, talking and talking.’

In 2020, countries are due to not only meet but strengthen 
their Paris Agreement pledges to lower GHG emissions 
and increase climate finance. However, GHG emissions 
continue to rise, reaching a record high in 2019.With 
the rise in emissions, aspirations for a 2°C global 
temperature increase are waning and the necessity for 
adaptation actions mounting. Climate finance is lagging 
with negotiations mired in defining financial structures 
(for example grants, loans, foreign direct investment), 
disbursement (e.g. what proportion will be directly 
received by countries, through development programs, 
and private sector investment), and tracking (persistent 
issue of double or even triple accounting of the same 
money provided through the UNFCCC and non-UNFCCC 
delivery channels) (Khan et al. 2019). Further, there is no 
guidance regarding the allocation of contributions or what 
is the ‘fair share’ to be paid by each developed country.  
The protocol is that each government determines what 
they consider to be their ‘fair share’ and the mechanisms 
for achieving it (e.g. integrate into development program 
or new and additional funding; public finance; and/or 
leveraged private finance).

Disappointment in the lack of progress in lowering GHG 
emissions galvanised over six million youths globally 
to participate in school strikes in September 2019, 

calling for accountability and sharply criticising the lack 
of climate action by government and decision-makers. 
This sentiment was captured by Greta Thunberg in her 
declaration ‘you are failing us, but the young people are 
starting to understand your betrayal’ in her speech at the 
UN Climate Action Summit (Thunberg 2019). The largest 
demonstrations were by youths in high emission countries 
– Germany, UK, US, and Australia – but there were almost 
100 smaller demonstrations in other countries, many with 
a focus on the environment: promoting clean air; cleaning 
of beaches and streets; and engaging with extinction 
rebellion (Taylor et al. 2019).

The strikes and ongoing youth coalitions are primarily 
focused on emissions reduction through switching to 
100% clean energy and keeping fossil fuels in the ground, 
with calls for change often framed in terms of generational 
fairness.  The Australian Youth Climate Coalition (AYCC)’s 
Climate Justice statement ‘It’s not fair that our generation 
and those to come are currently looking at a future vastly 
different from what we experience today’ is indicative of 
what is being voiced by youth groups (AYCC 2020).

Current climate change policy is inherently unfair to future 
generations and to communities across the globe. While 
the youth movement has brought much needed attention 
to the lack of action to lower emissions in their own 
countries, there has not been comparable attention to the 
power chasm and the reluctance by wealthy high emission 
countries to be accountable for the current and future 
impact of climate change on developing countries. The 
demand for fairness is not only generational; it is unfair 
that countries and communities that have contributed the 
least GHG emissions are most at risk from the impacts of 
climate change and are the least able to adapt. It is unfair 
that when poor vulnerable countries ask the richer ones for 
help they do not receive the finance and technology they 
need (Shanahan et al. 2013). And it is unfair that many 
low-emitting countries are at high climate risk and will be 
further impoverished without the opportunity to experience 
the prosperity of high emission countries.

Household prosperity in many developing countries 
is strongly linked to agriculture. In their NDCs, many 
developing countries stressed that their primary concern 
was climate adaptation, not mitigation, with proposed 
adaptive actions for agriculture, water, and health. Climate 
change will alter conditions for agriculture and force 
an unprecedented dynamic adaptation of agricultural 
systems. Small-scale producers in developing countries 
will be among those facing the greatest challenge due to 
their vulnerability of random climatic conditions (Meridian 
Institute 2011). A recent analysis suggests a decline of 
1.1% between 2011 and 2050 of the global average yield 
across all crops.  However, there are significant regional 
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variations with a projected rise of crop yields due to climate 
change in countries such as Canada, some European 
countries, and Russia, but large declines in developing 
economies in parts of Africa (-12%), Southeast Asia (-5%), 
and India (-5%) (FAO 2018) (see Figure 3).

Modelling studies reported by the World Bank suggest 
even greater decline in yields, with global crop yield losses 
as large as 5% in 2030 and 30% in 2080, ‘even accounting 
for adaptive behaviours such as change agricultural 
practices and crops, more irrigation, and innovation 
in higher yield crops.’ The expected yield losses from 
climate change are likely to result in higher food prices 
which, even with expanded trade, will make it difficult for 
regions like Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia to attain 
and maintain food security (Hallegatte et al. 2016). 

Fig 3. Changes in Agricultural Production in 2050 (FAO 2018)

The baseline scenario in Figure 3 reflects a continuation of 
current trends and is derived from the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) Shared Socio-economic 
pathway.  The projection is based on a climate change 
scenario in which global GHG emissions are expected to 
be at an intermediate level with an increase of global mean 
surface temperature at the end of this century (2018-2100) 
relative to the beginning (1986-2005). This is expected to 
be in the range of 1.4 °C to 3.1 °C, with a mean of 2.2 °C. 

What about the climate finance commitments?  

It is doubtful that climate finance will provide the resources 
needed to assist countries in implementing crucial 
adaptation actions, especially in the priorities of agriculture 
and food security. Finance flowing toward adaptation and 
resilience fall far short of international needs and targets 
as specified in the Paris Agreement (Buchner et al. 2019). 
The target of USD 100 billion is far less than needed to 
meet the adaptation needs of developing countries, with 
estimates that Africa alone needs USD 50 billion a year, 
and increasing amounts if temperature increase exceeds 

2°C. Further, the USD 100 billion target is likely not to 
be reached. A recent report by the OECD, which tracks 
official development assistance (ODA) from information 
provided by its developed country members, suggests that 
climate finance will only reach USD 66.8 million by 2020, 
far below the amount required (OECD 2018).

The continuing absence of a shared understanding of 
what climate finance is, and is not, has allowed developed 
countries to report unilaterally how they count ‘new and 
additional’ climate finance with a lack of comparability 
in accounting methodologies by finance providers. The 
most vulnerable countries have demanded adaptation 
funding in the form of grants to enhance their adaptive 
capacity and avoid yet more indebtedness. However, 
only about one third of bilateral climate finance and 10% 
of total multilateral funding is through grants (OECD 
2018). Although there have been pledges to ‘balance’ 
mitigation and adaptation funding, only about one-fifth is 
for adaptation (Khan et al. 2019).

For climate finance, developing countries are encouraged 
to seek funding from the two UNFCCC climate funds.  
A review of the structure, procedures, and access of 
the Adaptation Fund and the Green Climate Fund, 
both specifically established to provide climate finance 
to developing countries, illustrates the challenges 
developing countries face when attempting to access 
funds for climate actions.

Adaptation Fund (AF). Initially established under the Kyoto 
Protocol of the UNFCCC in 2001, the AF, in 2019, was 
officially designated as servicing the Paris Agreement, 
allocating USD 720 million for adaptation in 100 projects. 
It awards grants to countries in accordance to priorities 
laid out in national strategies and plans or in the Nationally 
Determined Contributions (NDC), for projects in one of the 
priority areas of the AF, such as agriculture, food security, 
rural development, water management, coastal zone 
management (AF 2019).  AF grants are relatively small, 
with a cap of USD 10 million in resource allocation per 
country or USD 14 million for regions. The AF mandate is 
to finance ‘concrete adaptation projects and programmes’, 
with an ‘aim at producing visible and tangible results 
on the ground by reducing vulnerability and increasing 
the adaptive capacity of human and natural systems 
to respond to the impacts of climate change, including 
climate variability with outcome(s) and output(s) that 
are measurable, monitorable, and verifiable’. However, 
many developing countries have already received 
their allocation and must now seek adaptation finance 
elsewhere.

Green Climate Fund (GCF). Set up by the UNFCCC in 
2010, the GCF is the world’s largest dedicated climate fund 
and top multilateral contributor to developing countries. 
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GCF’s role in implementing the Paris Agreement is to 
support the goal of keeping average global temperature 
rise well below 2°C, an ambitious goal given its 
resources. The GCF’s task is ‘to promote a paradigm 
shift to low-emission and climate-resilient development’. 
Its priority countries are the small island states (SIDS), 
least developed countries (LDCs) and African countries.  
Climate finance is provided for mitigation and adaptation 
activities, with an aim of about 50:50 for each.  Of the 
adaptation funding, 50% is intended for particularly 
vulnerable countries (African countries, SIDS, LDCs). 
If this is realised, about 25% of the GCF financing 
would be directed to adaptation climate actions in the 
most vulnerable countries. The GCF is financed by 
direct country commitments. Forty-nine countries made 
contribution pledges, including nine countries categorised 
as developing countries. The four countries making the 
largest contribution are Japan, United Kingdom, Germany 
and the United States – 57% of the total.

Of the initial pledges by countries of USD 10.3 billion, the 
GCF received USD 8.2 billion and as of March 2020 has 
made commitments for 129 projects totalling USD 5.6 
billion (GCF 2020a). GCF began a replenishment drive 
in 2019 and has received pledges for USD 9.8 billion for 
2020-2023 (GCF 2020b). Fewer countries have made 
pledges for replenishment than for the initial contribution. 
For example, Australia and the United States did not 
make pledges.

Accessing these climate funds is a challenge, so much 
so that the AF and GCF funds only provide ‘readiness’ 
funding for the preparation of proposals and putting 
administrative mechanisms in place.  The overall process 
for accessing climate finance is similar: submission of a 
proposal by an accredited entity with country agreement, 
preparation for review of a concept paper followed by a 
full proposal, and board approval. For both, patience is 
the byword. Excluding the ‘readiness’ preparation, from 
concept to implementation with receipt of finance is a 
lengthy process, commonly taking two or more years.

Are the projects country-driven?

Often not.  While a basic tenet of climate finance projects 
is that they are country-driven, reflecting a country’s 
priorities and climate vulnerabilities, this infrequently 
means that the project is country-initiated, identified, 
designed and implemented by a country’s ministries or 
agencies. For the GCF, it is only its partner organisations, 
referred to as accredited entities (AE), which can develop 
funding proposals for consideration by the GCF and then 
supervise, manage, and monitor the project. To become 
an AE is a demanding process requiring a significant 
allocation of human and financial resources; to address 
the complexity of the process, there is support from 
the GCF in ‘becoming an AE’. In March 2020, of the 

95 approved entities, 41% are national entities, rather 
than regional or international entities, most of which are 
banks and financial institutions rather than government 
agencies. During the accreditation process, the applicant’s 
policies and procedures, track record, and demonstrated 
capacity to undertake projects or programs of different 
financial instruments and environmental and social risk 
categories are assessed against the standards of the 
Green Climate Fund.

The accreditation process by the GCF also establishes 
the size of the project which an entity can propose and 
manage, which range from micro (<USD 10 million) to 
large (>USD 250 million). Most of the national entities 
are only approved for micro and small projects.  Only 
four national entities – all banks or financial institutions 
– compared to more than 20 international entities (e.g. 
Asian Development Bank, World Bank), are accredited 
for ‘large’ projects.

The country’s Nationally Designated Authority (NDA)3 
does not participate in the preparation of project; the NDA 
is only required to provide a ‘no objection’ for the proposed 
activity. Since the project does not have to be designed 
and developed by national agencies, international 
organisations,  such as UNEP or IUCN,  can develop and 
‘roll out’ the same project model in multiple countries while 
large GCF global and regional private sector initiatives 
can be  approved with only a sign off (no objection) by 
the countries.

While the AF only targets adaptation, mostly in small 
projects, the GCF approved 129 projects totalling USD 
5.9 billion, with 26% of the funding for adaptation. This 
was below its aim of 50%. Ten adaptation projects totalling 
USD 157 million, a small portion of the adaptation funding, 
were proposed by national entities. There are also projects 
designated as cross-cutting, including both adaptation 
and mitigation benefits. National entities implement about 
15% of GCF projects (adaptation and mitigation). Most of 
the adaptation funding was for projects by international 
partners, such as UNDP (which was awarded over 25% 
of the international entity projects), UNEP, World Food 
Program, and the MDBS (multilateral development banks 
– World Bank, Asian Development Bank).

Is the funding going to the country’s adaptation priorities?  

Rather than focusing on the adaptation priorities 
highlighted in the NDCs, adaptation finance of the GCF 
for international entity projects is more likely to focus 
on what it perceives as a priority, for example climate-
proofing infrastructure, tree-based landscape restoration 
and management, energy for agricultural production and 
soil carbon. Part of their focus is driven by the emphasis 
in climate program reporting on the decrease in GHG 
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emissions and the number of project beneficiaries.
Countries have limited input in the projects implemented 
by international entities, with the funding, reporting, and 
monitoring managed by the implementer. As an externally 
driven project, there is less attention given to building 
local adaptive capacity and more to reaching shorter 
term quantifiable project targets such as the number of 
trees planted.

So, to ask again, where are we now in support for 
adaptation?

Not very far, certainly not far enough. Since public sector 
climate financing is lagging, developing countries are 
being encouraged to look to the private sector.  However, 
engagement by the private sector in climate adaptation 
has proven to be elusive. There are several reasons for 
the lack of interest in adaptation from private entities.
Adaptation can be more difficult to monetise than 
mitigation projects. Adaptation projects are also still less 
understood by private actors than projects focused on 
mitigation (e.g. renewable energy, transport). 

Looking to the future

The side-stepping of responsibility by developed countries 
(and emerging economies) does not bode well for the 
future. By putting aside the ‘polluter pays’ principle, 
climate finance is now officially couched as an ‘obligation’ 
by the wealthy nations as ‘alms for the poor’, rather than 
recognised as a right for people and countries affected by 
the high emissions of developed and emerging countries. 

Developing countries at high climate risk face a bleak 
future if current emission trends and climate finance 
hurdles continue. Without the recognition of climate 
justice as an underlying principle for climate adaptation 
finance, available funding will be too little, too difficult 
to access, too expensive if it shifts to loans (and further 
indebtedness) rather than grants, and too often not 
aligned with a country’s priorities. Millions more of the 
most vulnerable will be at climate risk without the financial 
and technological resources and information they need to 
build adaptive capacity and strengthen resilience. 
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End Notes
1.  Common but differentiated responsibilities for climate change and 

differential adaptive capacities among nation states to respond to 
climate change.

2.  Mitigation: Contributes to the objective of stabilisation of greenhouse 
gas (GHG) concentrations in the atmosphere at a level that would 
prevent dangerous anthropogenic interference with the climate 
system by promoting efforts to reduce or limit GHG emissions or 
to enhance GHG sequestration.

     Adaptation:  Intends to reduce the vulnerability of human or natural 
systems to the current and expected impacts of climate change, 
including climate variability, by maintaining or increasing resilience, 
through increased ability to adapt to, or absorb, climate change 
stresses, shocks and variability and/or helping reduce exposure 
to them. 

    Source: OECD DAC Rio Markers for Climate Handbook (n.d.) 
Definition of climate change adaptation and mitigation markers.    
https://www.oecd.org/dac/environment-development/Revised%20
climate%20marker%20handbook_FINAL.pdf.

 3.  To ensure that activities supported by the Fund align with strategic 
national objectives and priorities, and help advance ambitious 
action on adaptation and mitigation in line with national needs.
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Distillation

In tenuous sunlight,
near a flicker of leaves,

I stand with my shadow,
my quiver of words emptied
into a passing breeze.

Lightness becomes me,
I think, as I start to rise.

   david adèS,
   BeecrofT, NSW  
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How Climate Change Knowledge and Emotions 
Influence Community Advocacy

themed artICLe

kathryn engLIsh and CLaudIa BaLdwIn 
Given the climate emergency it is critical that all parts of society contribute to addressing climate 
change. Key motivators for engaging the community to take action on climate change are 
cognitive and emotional connections. Research shows that effective engagement with climate 
change requires understanding the causes and consequences and having a personal connection 
to it. This case study investigates how an Australian Biosphere Reserve governing body, with 
a mandate for action on sustainability and climate change, engages with the topic. We used 
free association tasks within semi-structured interviews to determine participants’ cognitive 
and emotive associations with climate change. The findings revealed understanding of climate 
change causes and impacts consistent with current scientific knowledge. Potential responses to 
climate change though, were narrowly defined and emotions associated with climate change were 
mainly negative. Sustainability-focused organisations can be a valuable vehicle for stimulating 
community action through their extensive networks. Community practitioners may find a process, 
such as a free association task, helpful to understand cognitive and emotional connections to 
climate change, as a starting point for understanding a group’s motivation to take climate action. 

KEY WORDS: Climate change, adaptation, sustainability, biosphere reserve, knowledge, emotion

Introduction

At a global level, society needs to lift its game to 
achieve the 2030 targets limiting temperature rise to 

1.5°C, as warned by the IPCC in 2018.  Global emissions 
must decrease by at least 45% from 2010 levels to 
achieve this target. However, Australia’s greenhouse gas 
pollution levels have continued to rise since 2015, with 
little strong policy to reverse this trend in sight. Australia 
is already experiencing climate change effects: more 
frequent and severe bushfires, droughts, heatwaves and 
coastal flooding, as well as a dying Great Barrier Reef 
due to warming oceans (Hughes et al. 2017). Given the 
obvious imperative, one might ask why the agenda has 
progressed so little since the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) was first 
negotiated in 1992.

Fielding et al. (2012) found that political affiliation 
strongly differentiates climate change beliefs, with 
conservative politicians less likely to support the scientific 
consensus position on anthropogenic climate change. 
More recently, Kouser and Tranter (2018: 107) identified 
that national political leaders influence partisan attitudes, 
‘with Australian voters following their party leaders when 
it comes to global climate change policies’.  Strong 
consistent multilevel policy leadership is essential to 
make the changes needed. This needs to be reflected 

in the media as well. Media representations of climate 
change greatly influence, not just knowledge, but also 
public perceptions and are often fear-inducing (Carvalho 
and Burgess 2005; Hoijer 2010; O’Neill and Nicholson-
Cole 2009).

In 2019, several countries, as diverse as Portugal, 
Canada, France, Argentina and the United Kingdom, 
declared a climate emergency. Local governments 
around the world have similarly signed the declaration 
making the commitment to take action to address the 
causes and impacts of climate change. As of May 2020, 
about 100 local governments across Australia have 
declared a climate emergency, with the movement calling 
on elected leaders to initiate a society-wide mobilisation 
(Cedamia et al. 2020). It requires action of civil society 
leadership at all levels to extend the influence, to impact 
media, and make climate action a responsibility of the 
whole community.

This study investigates the role of a community 
organisation, the Noosa Biosphere Reserve Board, 
charged with promoting sustainability and climate change 
education under the UNESCO Biosphere Reserve (BR) 
program.  Biosphere Reserve nominations are based on 
the site’s significance for biological diversity conservation 
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and the opportunity to demonstrate approaches to 
sustainable development on a regional scale. They are 
intended to provide models for monitoring, research and 
education on natural and managed ecosystems, where 
government decision makers, managers, scientists and 
local people cooperate to conserve and use resources 
sustainably.

Biosphere reserve managing bodies, as ‘third-
sector sustainability organisations’ (TSSOs), are 
particularly valuable in disseminating information to their 
communities. Such organisations can augment efforts 
by government and the private sector by extending 
sustainability and climate change outreach within 
communities (UNESCO 1995, 1996, 2000, 2002, 2005, 
2015). They comprise volunteer community advocates 
who can inform and provide alternative approaches to 
unsustainable practices, working through their social 
networks (Cunningham et al. 2016).

A key challenge in addressing the global crisis of climate 
change is how to motivate the community to take urgent 
action, given the equivocal state of national, state 
and, at times, local leadership. We draw on the social 
psychology discipline to provide insight. Researchers 
such as Lorenzoni et al. (2007) found that individuals’ 
knowledge of and emotions attached to climate change 
causes, impacts and potential actions, determine their 
level of motivation to work on mitigating its impact 
and adapting to the consequences. Thus designing 
effective community engagement to motivate action on 
climate change requires a deeper understanding of a 
community’s perspectives.

Creating community-based climate change engagement 
activities in a meaningful geophysical context, such as 
biosphere reserves, can provide the linkage between 
sustainable approaches to settlements within treasured 
landscapes and inspire deeper connections with and 
awareness of climatic impacts (Schweizer et al. 2013). 
Therefore, to assist sustainability-focused community 
groups to undertake local climate change initiatives, we 
propose, as a first step, an assessment of the cognitive 
and emotive associations with climate change of the 
membership of this TSSO.  This could leverage these 
community advocates to improve their effectiveness in 
promoting not only sustainable practices, but action on 
climate change.

This article reveals the initial lay thinking and emotions 
associated with climate change of members of a TSSO, 
the Noosa Biosphere Reserve Board (NBR Board), 
which is comprised of a Board of Directors and six 
sector boards comprising economic, environmental 
and social issues. It presents their present climate 
change knowledge around three themes: causes, 

impacts and responses, providing an initial insight into 
how the participants view climate change and emotions 
associated with climate change. Given the consistent 
environmental values evident in the Noosa Council 
over time (Baldwin and Bycroft 2010), and sustainability 
orientation of Biosphere Reserve members, one would 
expect that taking action on climate change would appeal 
to this group. The Council continues to maintain these 
values, recently joining the group of local governments 
declaring a climate emergency.

Theoretical Framework 

International research into climate change perceptions 
include studies into emotional associations of climate 
change (Leiserowitz 2006; Hoijer 2010). In a Swedish 
case, emotional anchoring and objectifying of climate 
change in the media showed an enhanced engagement 
by the public (Hoijer 2010). However, this and other 
findings suggest that if the climate change narrative is 
too heavily laden with negatively emotive scenarios, at 
least some segments of society may become indifferent 
or disillusioned (Hoijer 2010; Moser and Dilling 2007). 
Hence understanding emotive associations is important 
for groups aiming to motivate action on climate change.   

Identifying initial thoughts about what climate change 
means to the participants can add to understanding 
how lay thinking of climate change is conceived and 
framed (Moloney et al. 2014). First impressions matter. 
Knowing an individual’s initial impressions provides 
valuable original insights into a person’s unfiltered 
thoughts (Hollway and Jefferson 2008). As these 
associations reveal, recurring linguistic or affective 
elements analysing associations of a particular group 
may reveal patterns around specific aspects, such as 
causality or solutions, or they may present conceptual 
contradictory or inconsistent elements related to a 
scientific phenomenon.

Use of a free association process can elicit spontaneous 
initial unconscious thoughts. The value of uncovering 
the roots of an individual’s understanding, resides in 
their spontaneity and unconscious logic, potentially 
revealing incoherences or contradictions (Hollway and 
Jefferson 2008). Free association techniques eliciting 
knowledge and emotions about climate change have 
previously been used to fill a gap into understanding how 
societal groups perceive climate change in Australia (e.g. 
Moloney et al. 2014) and in international contexts (e.g. 
Leiserowitz 2006; Smith and Joffe 2012).

This article reports on findings resulting from free 
association tasks around initial impressions of knowledge 
and emotions connected with the term ‘climate change’ 
from members of the Noosa Biosphere Reserve Board. 
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It focuses on one aspect of a larger study delving into 
the framing of individuals’ and a group’s understanding 
and intent to take action on climate change, from a 
social psychological disciplinary perspective. Focusing 
on a reduced analysis of the free association tasks in 
a larger study, for this article, we aim to share insights 
on challenges of motivating TSSOs to take action on 
climate change.

Research Design

This case study investigates a UNESCO Biosphere 
Reserve (BR) in sub-tropical Noosa, Queensland, one 
of 14 BRs in Australia (UNESCO 2015). Its governing 
body, (at the time of the research), referred to as the 
Noosa Biosphere Reserve (NBR) Board, comprised over 
65 members, including the sector boards. It is charged 
with promoting sustainable use of the reserve’s natural 
resources, conserving its biodiversity (Moller 2011) and 
advancing climate change education within its boundaries 
(UNESCO 2015).  While the data was gathered in 2012, 
it is still highly applicable, as little has changed globally or 
in Australia in terms of actively addressing 21st century 
climate change or developing comprehensive adaptive 
strategies.  Given a continued global lag in meaningful 
action, it makes it even more important to use TSSOs 
to supplement efforts of governments, the private sector 
and individuals.

The benefits of using the NBR Board as the case study 
TSSO derives from the wider applicability of research 
outcomes to Biosphere Reserves (BRs) worldwide and 
to other areas particularly vulnerable to climate change 
and its consequences (IPCC 2007). As of 2015, 669 
globally-designated UNESCO BRs operated across 120 
countries (UNESCO 2015).  This extensive BR network 
has the potential to reach key stakeholders, such as 
scientists, policy-makers and local community activists, 
to achieve BR aims of promoting sustainability and 
educate the public about climate change and adaptive 
actions (UNESCO 1995, 1996, 2000, 2002, 2005, 2015). 
Sharing this knowledge across TSSO advocacy groups 
is important to the international goal of creating long-
term sustainable adaptation. Individual and collective 
efforts across all segments of society (civil, private, 
and government) are necessary to achieve the level 
of adaptive actions required to meet the challenges 
presented by 21st century climate change. However, to 
date, the knowledge-sharing from BR activities and their 
potential community benefits tend to be limited (Reed et 
al. 2014; Reed and Massie 2013).

The NBR Board operates within a climate ‘vulnerability 
hotspot’ (Hennessy et al. 2007; IPCC 2007; McDonald 
et al. 2010), designed because of the patterns of 
development, land use, and population growth along 
its coastline. These conditions, coupled with projected 

climate change intensity, make the NBR particularly 
vulnerable to more intense storms, heatwaves, bushfires, 
and sea-level rise (Hennessy et al. 2007; McDonald et 
al. 2010).

Methods

To examine the group’s social representations, 
the cognitive (knowledge) and affective (emotion) 
associations were collected from semi-structured 
interviews with 23 participants. As part of a larger 
research project into understanding the group’s social 
representations and social identity, this number of 
participants was sufficient for comprehensive in-depth 
qualitative research (Saunders et al. 2018; Bowen 2008). 

We used free association tasks in the first part of the 
interview to determine participants’ cognitive and emotive 
associations with climate change. The question ‘What, 
if any, word or words came to mind when you hear the 
term climate change?’ Each participant could provide up 
to four responses. The second question followed, ‘What, 
if any, emotions come to mind when you hear the term 
climate change?’ Again, each participant could provide 
up to four responses. Each participant was asked to 
suggest four words associated with climate change.  
The participant recruitment, data-generation techniques 
and data analysis were conducted under our university’s 
ethical standards to provide anonymity.

Bypassing computer-generated coding, we used a 
personal, hands-on approach for coding and analysis 
of knowledge and emotion associations using Excel, 
enabling the researcher to work more closely with 
the data (Baxter and Jack 2008). This study codes 
free associations as first-order and subsequent-
order associations to delve deeper into the initial 
understandings of climate change – a process used by 
other researchers (e.g. Smith and Joffe 2012; Moloney et 
al. 2012). The first thematic analysis identified knowledge 
association themes; the second free association analysis 
revealed the range of emotions generated from the term 
climate change.

Emotions effect social action (Lorenzoni et al. 2007; 
Smith and Leiserowitz 2014) and emotive associations 
can reveal ‘the kind of narrative that is not structured 
according to conscious logic, but according to 
unconscious logic … defined by emotional motivations, 
rather than rational intentions’ (Hollway and Jefferson 
2008: 309). Seeking emotive associations, specifically, 
provides additional and nuanced knowledge about effect 
(Hollway and Jefferson 2008). Considering the positive or 
negative emotions provides additional context regarding 
a group’s relationship to the research object, perhaps 
with the potential for active consequences (Hoijer 2010).
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Findings

The results revealed that understanding of climate 
change causes and impacts were consistent with current 
scientific knowledge. Potential responses to climate 
change (e.g. adaptive action), though, were narrowly 
defined and accompanied with negative emotional 
connotations.

From the 23 participants, 72 knowledge associations 
with climate change were elicited. All 23 participants 
offered at least one knowledge association with climate 
change; 15 participants provided four associations. 
The first-order associations were tabulated separately 
from a compilation of the second-to-fourth-order 
associations (Smith and Joffe 2012). Where appropriate, 
for preservation of distinctive patterns, associations 
were homogenised, with semantically similar words, 
plurals, and singular words categorised under the most 
frequently occurring association (Moloney et al. 2012).

Analysis of the themes arising from the knowledge 
associations reveal three distinct categories: cause, 
impacts, and response to climate change. Nearly all of 
the 72 knowledge associations lie within this framework. 
First-order associations are equally distributed showing 
a plurality of associations with cause, closely followed by 
impacts and response (Table 1). However, the findings 
of the subsequent-order associations show a majority 
of knowledge associations with impacts, while less than 
half comprise response and cause combined.

*Note: Percentages in parentheses are indicators of word association 
emphasis given to each category and are for reflective purposes rather 
than statistical significance.

Table 1. Knowledge associations with climate change cause, impacts 
and responses

Table 2. First-order knowledge associations with cause of climate 
change

Table 3. Subsequent-order knowledge associations with cause of 
climate change

Table 4. First-order knowledge associations with impacts of climate 
change

Knowledge theme 1: causes of climate change

Most participants accept human activities as a 
contributing factor to 21st century climate change (Table 
2), as illustrated within three subthemes: anthropogenic 
intervention, natural processes, or an anthropogenic/
natural combined causality. The majority of associations 
relate to human intervention, reported as ‘the influence 
of man’s intervention’, ‘reactions caused by humans’, 
‘processes caused by human activity’, and ‘result of non-
sustainable practices’. One association, ‘anthropogenic-
enhanced variability’, indicates the joint effect of human-
induced contributions coupled with the inherent natural 

variability of the Earth’s climate. Two associations 
focused exclusively on the climate’s ‘variability’, which 
describes the collective natural physical activities that, 
in any one period, provide variations in the weather 
over time.

Seven of the participants who offered subsequent-order 
knowledge associations within the cause of climate 
change refer to specific anthropogenic activities such 
as “polluted Asian cities” or “fossil fuel burning”, while 
another two attribute cause to natural processes over 
millennium, “ice ages” and “solar radiation” (Table 3).

Knowledge theme 2: impact of climate change 

A majority of participants identify impacts from climate 
change as concrete concepts. Most of the first-order 
impacts are consequences of a physical change that 
could occur within the NBR, a proximal impact where 
the severity and occurrences have a direct effect on the 
participants’ lives and livelihoods and the health of their 
community or their geographic distance from it (Table 4). 
In contrast, the one reference to ‘melting ice’ presents 
an image geographically distant from the participants, 
sub-tropical residents.

Participants who chose to provide subsequent-order 
knowledge associations offered 28 impact-related 
associations (Table 5). Twenty associations reflect 
proximal impacts that relate to the NBR, with over half of 
those lying within the subthemes of sea-level rise, heat 
and flooding. Other proximal impacts offered by more 
than one participant include storms, fires, or changing 
weather. Eight associations relate to distal physical 
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events; the majority relating to ice melts; others included 
the iconic image of a ’polar bear on an iceberg’, ’salt lakes 
in the Murray’ (i.e. Australia’s Murray-Darling Basin), and 
‘Sandy’ (i.e. Hurricane Sandy in the USA in October 2012, 
reported widely in the Australian press during the data 
collection period). 

Table 5. Subsequent-order knowledge associations with impacts of 
climate change

Table 6. First-order knowledge associations with response to climate 
change

Table 7. Subsequent-order knowledge associations with response to 
climate change 

Table 8. Affect from emotive associations with climate change 

Knowledge theme 3: responses to climate change 

The first-order knowledge associations aligning with the 
response to climate change are evenly split between two 
subthemes: environmental or socio-political actions (Table 
6). The environmental responses mostly address non-
specific broad actions of sustainability. Most of the socio-
political actions focus on political barriers or challenges 
that indicate a collective political response outside of 
individual self-efficacy: ‘biggest political challenge’, 
‘political arguments’, and ‘political agenda’. No first-order 
associations directly relate to specific actions.

Subsequent-order knowledge associations also align 
with environmental or socio-political responses to 
climate change sub-themes (Table 7). All environmental 
actions focus on climate change responses to mitigate 
greenhouse gas concentrations or adapt to climate 
change impacts. The majority of responses address 
mitigation, such as ‘energy efficiency’, ‘solar and wind 
energy’, and ‘clean tech’, with two associations providing 
adaptive responses.

The subsequent order socio-political responses to 
climate change were less cohesive. Responses focused 
on responsibility by someone else, either political (e.g. 
‘political frustration’ and ‘climate sceptics’) or scientific, 
(e.g. ‘realm of scientists’). More action-oriented responses 
address the need for enhanced communication, (e.g. 
‘education and awareness-raising’) and behavioural 
change (e.g. ‘important to change habits’), which could 
be undertaken collectively or by individuals.

Emotive associations

Emotions, instinctive or intuitive feelings, distinct from 
knowledge, contribute to an individual’s relationship with 
a research object or phenomenon (Robinson 2009). 
Affect, as used in psychology, encompasses experiences 
of feelings or emotions (Hogg et al. 2010). Therefore, 
considering affect as positive or negative feelings is 
an important aspect of an individual’s interaction with a 
research object, such as climate change.  The emotion 
association task explored participants’ emotional 
connection with climate change through a typology of 
negative, mixed or positive emotions, considering the 
emotion through its affect valence, the intrinsic attraction 
(positive valence) or aversion (negative valence) 
associated with a research object (Frijda 1986).

From the interview data, 36 emotive associations were 
recorded. All but one participant, when asked to provide 
an emotion associated with the term climate change, 
offered at least one association, while nine added 
another 14. An analysis of the emotive associations, 
categorised by negative, mixed or positive affect, suggests 
a predominantly negative relationship to climate change 
(Table 8). Over three-quarters of the emotive associations 
align with negative feelings. No participant expressed 
positive associations as a first elicitation; in subsequent-
order associations, positive associations appeared about 
one-third of the time.

Nearly all of the initial associations demonstrated 
negative feelings about the term climate change (Table 
9). The majority of negative emotions were passive, 
(e.g. ‘cynical’, ‘sadness’, and ‘resignation’); several were 
active (e.g. frustration, fear and blame). Two associations, 
‘ambivalence’ and ‘confused’ show contradictory feelings 
about climate change. No positive emotions were offered 
as first-order associations.
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Table 9. Affect from first-order emotive associations with climate change  Table 11. Type of emotions and affect from emotive associations with 
climate change

Table 10. Affect from subsequent-order emotive associations with 
climate change

Nine participants offered subsequent-order emotions 
associated with climate change, two-thirds of which 
expressed negative mainly passive feelings (Table 10). 
One-third of the subsequent-order associations were 
positive emotions such as ‘hope’ or ‘compassion’.

The second part of the emotive analysis is based on a 
framework to categorise emotions by their associations 
(Robinson 2009). The emotive associations in this study 
align with Robinson’s event-related, future appraisal, or 
an object’s properties categories (Table 11). Robinson 
(2009) further categorised emotions across three criteria 
used in cognitive experiences: a strong motivating 
subjective quality (i.e. pain or pleasure); a response to 
an event or object; or a motivator to behaviour. Motivating 
behaviours of future appraisals align with the emotions’ 
affect (Robinson 2009).

In this study, few emotive associations reveal emotions 
with positive affect (e.g. hope) that would suggest positive 
motivation. A number of negative event-related emotions 
(e.g. blame, concern, frustration and disappointment) 
arise from the perceived resistance to the fulfilment of 
individual will.

Discussion 

The knowledge association task reveals NBR Board 
participants’ initial thoughts and emotions around climate 
change, with knowledge themes identified around causes, 

impacts and responses, reflecting a framing by participants 
that align with key aspects of the phenomenon currently 
under negotiation within the scientific communities. The 
emotions association task shows primarily negative 
emotions associated with climate change.  

The three knowledge themes align with research areas of 
the IPCC working groups: Working Group I (IPCC 2013) 
addresses climate science and components of causality; 
Working Group II (IPCC 2014a) examines climate change 
impacts and adaptation; and Working Group III (IPCC, 
2014b) assesses mitigation responses to reduce the 
human-induced activities at the heart of 21st century 
climate change.

Knowledge of causes

The public has become exposed to the established 
scientific views on climate change, but this information is 
often filtered through the media. While established science 
informs us that multiple natural and anthropogenic causal 
factors for 21st century climate change exist, the media 
promotes a high level of disagreement about the cause of 
climate change.  Today, the media continues to present a 
polarity between a natural occurrence and a constructed 
crisis, whereby solutions to climate change causality will 
either incur an unnecessary economic cost to address 
an uncertain or unsolvable problem or rectify a human-
induced catastrophe.  The word associations in this study 
relating to the cause of 21st century climate change reveal 
this dialectical opposition between human intervention 
and the natural variability of the climate system, with the 
balance towards human-induced activities.  

Nearly all associations within the theme of causality 
are reflective of the work of the IPCC and other climate 
science research, which details the numerous natural 
processes attributable to the Earth’s climate (IPCC 
2013). Only one participant offered a hybrid association, 
specifically noting both anthropogenic and natural 
processes, ‘anthropogenic-enhanced variability’, which 
indicates a broader spontaneous response. This one 
association reflects the conclusion of the IPCC (2013): 
that 21st century climate change is a combination of 
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natural forcings coupled with anthropogenic activities 
globally.

Knowledge of impacts

The participants’ knowledge associations about impacts 
regarding ice melting or polar bears on ice sheets were 
gleaned mainly through media representations. These 
findings are consistent with other climate research 
(e.g., Hoijer 2010; O’Neill and Nicholson-Cole 2009). An 
important finding is that no social or economic impacts 
were elicited. The scientific data of the IPCC (2014a) note 
specific social impacts such as heat stroke, particularly 
in the elderly and the spread of vector borne diseases; 
economic impacts cut across all sectors from agriculture 
to tourism to transportation.

Emotive associations

Participants’ emotive associations suggest a personal 
connection with climate change with primarily negative 
emotions and affect. A majority of negative emotions 
associated with the phenomenon itself were passive 
(e.g. frustration) with few emotions relating to the future 
appraisal of climate change (e.g. hope or fear). These 
emotive associations ran counter to the enthusiasm and 
positive affect that the NBR Board participants revealed 
in discussions of their sustainability community projects 
revealed in another part of this study. The literature on 
emotions and their effects on motivation and engagement 
with climate change is a growing area of research but 
suggests that negative emotions can have both a negative 
and positive influence on action, and that media and 
leadership play an important role.

On the one hand, research into negative connotations of 
climate change indicates it promotes denial (Norgaard 
2011). As media often portrays global climate change as 
causing widespread and potentially catastrophic impacts, 
negative impressions are prevalent across societies; 
therefore, collective climate denial is found across cultures 
(e.g., Lorenzoni et al. 2007; Norgaard 2011). Research 
into climate denial suggests an avoidance to acknowledge 
disturbing information or to avoid negative emotions such 
as fear, guilt or helplessness; it does not indicate a lack of 
or rejection of scientific knowledge or lack of concern for 
the environment or future generations (Norgaard 2011). 
Collective climate denial may be tempered in some groups 
through their social environment, which can strongly 
influence the way an individual uses climate change 
information (Yang and Kohlor 2012).

On the other hand, insights into emotions demonstrate that 
a negative affect does not necessarily preclude actions to 
address climate change and in a TSSO, such as the NBR 
Board, where the social environment produces a shared 

social identity, the predominantly negative emotions in 
this study may induce information-seeking (Yang and 
Kahlor 2012). Experiential factors that include discrete 
emotions and affect can play a critical role in processing 
risk information (Finucane 2008; Finucane et al. 2000).  
In addition, some studies show that negative emotions, 
such as ‘worry' are the single strongest predictor to 
indicate support for national climate and energy policies 
in the United States  (Leiserowitz 2006). Others suggest 
that to instil responsive actions, negative emotions must 
be coupled with positive connections to climate change 
(O’Neill and Nicholson-Cole 2009).

Promoting efforts to encourage positive emotions around 
climate responses may be more effective than public 
appeals using fear or guilt. Sjoberg (2007) argued that 
while risks are perceived as threatening, options to 
mitigate the threat yielded optimism, satisfaction and 
interest and were strong predictors of attitudes toward 
risks across a variety of phenomenon including nuclear 
waste repositories, radiation and mad cow disease. Hoijer 
(2010) found that hope and compassion were emotions 
that motivated people to learn more about the hazards 
of climate change impacts and to consider adaptation 
measures. Smith and Leiserowitz (2014) found that 
positive emotions, such as hope, excitement, and interest, 
are important to support climate action.

Community groups are not isolated entities only reflecting 
ideas within their group. External pressures such as 
elected leadership can influence the extent to which a 
TSSO advocates for action. This goes hand in hand with 
media representations of climate change which greatly 
influence knowledge as well as emotions (Carvalho 
and Burgess 2005; Hoijer 2010), particularly when 
they saturate the community with incomprehensible yet 
dangerous phenomena (O’Neill and Nicholson-Cole 
2009). Many institutional organisations often choose 
to present the narratives around climate change in a 
‘dramatic’ sense, highlighting negative consequences 
or worst-case scenarios (Trumbo and Shanahan 2000; 
O’Neill & Nicholson-Cole 2009). While fear-inducing 
representations can act initially as an attention-grabbing 
device, sustained exposure to negative narratives about 
climate change can act as barriers to actions (Lorenzoni 
et al. 2007).  Research suggests that negative emotions 
such as fear may be counter-productive if the goal is to 
motivate the public to address climate change.

To summarise, the analysis of free associations of words 
relating to knowledge and emotions from the NBR Board’s 
participants reveals initial unconscious aspects about 
causality, effects and responses to climate change.  The 
unconscious negative emotions associated with climate 
change may be a barrier to action unless accompanied 
by positive direct proposals for intervention.
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Conclusion

In this study, the free associations revealed lay knowledge 
and emotions that provide insights into the participants’ 
social construction of climate change. While the primarily 
negative emotive associations show the group’s concern 
over the climate phenomenon, the knowledge associations 
revealed heterogeneous understanding of climate change 
with the impressions of its causality and actions well 
beyond the scope of the group’s local mandate.

Emotive associations demonstrate personal connections 
that can be leveraged to address social action, with 
‘sadness’ and ‘concern’, indicating that participants share 
an emotional connection to the phenomenon. The socio-
political knowledge associations were often negative, 
which may indicate that the participants view responses 
to climate change as outside their control.

Analysis of the participants’ knowledge and emotive 
associations creates a starting point from which to further 
explore community engagement with climate adaptation 
by leveraging social networks to advance adaptive action. 
It highlights the need for consistent leadership on climate 
change action across all levels of government.

This study demonstrates that applying the free association 
task to reveal knowledge and emotive impressions 
of climate change to a TSSO provides one effective 
means of revealing the understanding and motivation 
of its membership. Given their networks, TSSOs 
operating within biosphere reserves can be a valuable 
vehicle for community engagement in action on climate 
change. However, if TSSO members have associations 
with climate change that are too narrow in scope or 
are primarily negative emotional connections, then 
motivations to undertake local action may be limited.  
Community practitioners may find a process, such as a 
free association task, helpful to understand cognitive and 
emotional connections to climate change, as a starting 
point for community engagement, especially where a local 
Council has declared a climate emergency.
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Commentary

rIChard hIL

The question of doubt

I’m a little embarrassed to admit that I spend quite a 
bit of my time hanging around cafes. I live in a small 

regional town in the Northern Rivers region of NSW, an 
‘alternative’ place that boasts – if that’s the right word – 
29 coffee outlets. Mad isn’t it?

Even crazier is that a significant chunk of my rapidly 
diminishing pension – definitely not New Start, but 
certainly more than those on precarious incomes – goes 
toward this daily bourgeoise indulgence. But hey, life’s 
too short, right? Maybe it is.

Which brings me to what I do whilst in these watering 
holes, apart from wondering why on earth I drink coffee 
as I can’t stand the taste. Luckily, I’ve got a fairly reliable 
coterie of friends I can rely on for the occasional chin-
wag. They’re invariably smart, well read, thoughtful 
people who err on the side of caution when it comes 
to just about anything. Some even talk up the virtues 
of reason and rationality, like some crusty nineteenth 
century philosophers. Others are occasional contrarians 
who nonetheless concede ground when joyful opposition 
is swept aside by tsunamic evidence. Overall, it all makes 
for very convivial conversations, even with the part-time 
contrarians.

Some of these fellow café dwellers seem to have been 
influenced by the promptings of English metaphysical 
poet, John Donne, who in his wisdom, urged us to doubt, 
but to doubt wisely. That’s what makes my friends so 
eminently wise, I suppose – they’re apt to weigh things 
up, and not to leap to conclusions.

Beings unwise

Sadly, Donne’s advice has not been heeded down under, 
or in many other parts of the world for that matter. Unwise 
sceptics are everywhere it seems, but are heavily over-
represented among our political elites and media hacks. 
The intellectual summersaults involved, for example, 
in avoiding the fact that climate change may have 
something to do with the bushfires are breathtaking. Take 
the errant deputy PM Michael McCormack who, among 

other stupefying things, blamed the fires on exploding 
horse manure, while the ever-florid Barnaby Joyce points 
to the heavens or insists that, “There’s just the oscillation 
of the seasons. There’s a change in the magnetic field of 
the sun” (cited in Fitzsimons 2019). Not to be outdone, 
the equally challenged Craig Kelly recently told British 
TV hosts that there’s no link between climate change 
and the fire-generating drought, while Gerard Renick, 
another in the band of flat earth right wingers, not long 
ago accused the Bureau of Meteorology of massaging 
temperature data as part of a “global warming agenda” 
(cited in SBS News 2019).

You might also recall PM Scott Morrison not so long ago 
taunting the opposition leader in federal parliament with 
a lump of coal, and before him, former PM Tony Abbott 
who said climate change was “absolute crap” (cited in 
Bickers 2019). And so it goes on – and on.

Such views are as absurd as they are ridiculous, but 
why miss an opportunity of showing the world how out of 
touch our so-called political leaders have become.  Never 
before has the gulf between what most citizens want 
and the ideological zealotry of our political elites been 
so pronounced, prompting some in the commentariat to 
talk about a crisis of legitimacy.

Tricks and tensions

But even the most rabid climate sceptics are beginning 
to buckle, having seen public sentiment shifting in the 
polls, and on the streets (see Karp 2020: IPSOS 2020). 
That’s why, suddenly, we’re hearing public declarations 
that climate change is “real” – which is a bit like sticking 
one’s tongue into an ice cream and discovering its cold 
– along with promises of an “evolving” policy response 
(Molloy 2020). More and more political leaders are falling 
over themselves to assume the mantle of leadership 
when it comes to climate action, declaring that Australia, 
a leading coal and gas exporter, is ahead of the pack 
when it comes to “meeting and beating” our emissions 
reduction targets and, lo and behold, that there’s more 
to come – all highly questionable claims, as noted by 
the Climate Council (2020).
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How on earth do Morrison et al. get away with this? Well, 
in part because our lettuce leaf media allow them to, and 
because spin and obfuscation have worked – they’re 
the stock-in-trade of our tooled-up pollies. They’ve 
become adept at spinning their way out of most awkward 
situations through a range of what sociologists like to 
refer to as ‘discursive devices’ (read lying and deceiving).

Despite growing demands for action and full-frontal 
evidence of climate chaos, media interviewers appear 
incapable of dismantling the great wall of political 
propaganda. In the case of the Murdoch stable of TV 
news shows and newspapers (the latter which accounts 
for 66 percent of Australia’s major newspapers) there is 
little or no attempt to dismantle the government’s pro-
coal agenda, and climate denialism is the stock-in-trade 
of Newscorp reports (Walton 2020).

Although perhaps more ‘balanced’ in its reportage, the 
ABC has its own self-imposed limits. The much-vaunted 
new kid on the ABC block, former Sky News anchor, 
David Speers, and old hack, Michael Rowland, showed 
how ineffectual journalists are in making political leaders 
truly accountable.

While they fuss about Morrison’s holiday in Hawaii 
and whether the Coalition government might raise 
its modest emissions targets in the wake of the fires, 
Speers and Rowland failed to hammer home that 
Australia’s GHG emissions are rising, that we are the 
world’s leading gas and coal exporters, that fossil fuel 
companies donate substantial sums to the Coalition’s 
election campaign, that we have the highest rate of per 
capita GHG emissions in the world, that we have the 
lowest emissions targets among OECD countries, that 
our exports are rarely factored into the government’s 
emissions calculations, and that fossil fuel companies 
continue to emit GHGs without significant penalty. They 
also failed to nail the point that the government’s policies 
put our own population at great risk, thereby abandoning 
the most sacred of government responsibilities – to 
protect its own citizens. 

The same interviewers further failed to contrast 
Australia’s weak climate action policies with those of 
other countries like Germany or nearer to home, New 
Zealand (which earlier this year forged a bipartisan 
agreement to decarbonise its economy by 2050). Equally 
concerning was their reluctance to highlight the hypocrisy 
of those political leaders who have expressed their 
sympathy with the victims of the bushfires, while at the 
same time giving a green light to more coal mines, gas 
fields and land clearing – both NSW and Queensland 
are among the world’s worst (Martin 2019).

At this point you might be thinking that if Speers and 
Rowland were to lean too hard on the Coalition climate 

sceptics then the ABC might as well kiss goodbye 
to its funding. They’d be right to be nervous. After 
all, the young Libs have already called for the ABC’s 
privatisation. But there’s this thing called journalistic 
integrity, or at the very least, a determination to get at, 
dare I say, the truth. Maybe it’s time to get Kerry O’Brien 
out of cryogenic storage?

It’s not only the ABC, of course, that’s struggling with the 
fallout from the bushfires. Commercial radio, TV stations 
and most newspapers seem at a loss as to how to 
address the politics around the climate/ecological crisis. 
Many continue to insist that there’s still a climate change 
‘debate’ and that we have time to turn things around. 
On the other hand, they occasionally cite scientists 
who point out that we’ve already gone beyond tipping 
points and that feedback loops and multiplier effects are 
accelerating an already exponential process. No media 
outlet seems willing to admit that planetary extinction is a 
real possibility. They don’t go there. It’s too heavy – one 
of many taboos when it comes to the climate emergency. 
It’s a bit like the issue of economic growth: any journalist 
worth his or her salt knows that this is unsustainable in 
a planet with finite resources, but no-one dares suggest 
an alternative way of organising life – just imagine the 
reaction if they did!

Integrity

By the same token, few if any journalists have the 
courage or intellectual wherewithal to suggest a direct 
link between the climate/ecological crisis and industrial 
capitalism – the more than occasional articles in the 
Australian Guardian and The Saturday Paper being 
notable exceptions. They’re hesitant to do so for fear 
of being put in the same ideological camp as leftist 
wreckers like Noam Chomsky, Naomi Klein and the 
Extinction Rebellion movement. So, the system that has 
spawned this unprecedented existential crisis remains 
a non-subject, its architects, purveyors and supporters 
happily free from critical scrutiny. 

And yet, fissures are appearing both in government 
and corporate quarters. The Business Council of 
Australia has come under fire from corporate chiefs for 
its vapid response to the climate emergency, while the 
Mineral Council (itself a member of the BCA) has faced 
criticism for supporting the fossil fuel industry (Powell 
and Johnson 2020). We’ve also witnessed ructions in 
the Murdoch empire, with its newspaper editors coming 
under attack from ex-prime ministers and competing 
news outlets for allowing the denialist agenda to ventilate 
through its pages.

Meanwhile, the Morrison government is scrambling 
to present itself as relevant to the crisis by throwing 
much-needed money to traumatised communities, and 
funding the tourist industry to market Australia as “open 
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for business”. At the same time, of course, the very 
same government is funding new gas fields in NSW, 
supporting the Adani mine in the Galilee Basin, mine 
developments in the Hunter Valley, refurbishing existing 
coal-fired plants, and threatening to build a new mine in 
North Queensland (Chambers and Brown 2020).

The great unravelling

Given what we’re facing in terms of the climate/ecological 
crisis, the delays, obstruction and wilful ignorance that 
have characterised governments around the world, 
including Australia, have led us to the point of collapse. 
What the science is clearly telling us is that greenhouse 
emissions are still rising, that CO2 concentrations are at 
record levels, that the oceans are warming rapidly (93% 
of global warming is absorbed by the oceans), that the 
polar ice sheets are melting, that land temperatures are 
rising, that flooding and inundation are becoming more 
frequent and extreme, and that more destructive  storms, 
cyclones and wildfires await us.

Add to this the collapse of ecosystems and plant and 
animal species extinction and we have our threat to 
organised human existence. Many climate scientists 
argue that we have already punched through tipping 
points and that we have entered a post-anthropotechnic 
era in which climatic events have a logic of their own, 
beyond our control.

The wicked problems and “dark knowledge” of which 
Catherine Ingram (2019) and others speak is upon us. I 
have heard others argue, rightly in my view, that the global 
environmental justice movement, for all its considerable, 
brave and principled efforts has lost the war against 
planetary destruction. The great “awakening”/“turning”, 
although in full swing, will not bring about the fundamental 
global changes necessary to get us out of this mess in the 
required time frame. We are, says social scientist Jean 
Renouf, facing the “great unravelling” (Renouf 2020).

Environmental and social justice activists have for 
decades called for systems change, sometimes forgetting 
that the system of which they speak – late/corporate/
neoliberal capitalism – is not simply economic or driven by 
a simple dominant ideology. Over the course of 250 years 
or more this racialised, complex, adaptive system has, 
through a variety of means, fostered a process of what 
David Harvey (2009) describes as “accumulation through 
dispossession”, the current manifestation of which, as 
Thomas Piketty (2014) observes, is entrenched economic 
inequality and the breakdown of liberal democracy.

Despite all our attempts to reform or revolutionise this 
system, it hasn’t always been clear who or what we, as 
progressives, are rebelling against, and we’ve often had 
a very simplistic understanding about how this system 

works. We’ve also struggled, as Naomi Klein points out, 
to go beyond protests, to unite amidst our differences, and 
to triage points of vulnerability in the system.

Rebuilding civil society and civility

So, what should we now do? I haven’t got any ready 
answers, but there are some early thoughts. For those 
of us committed to social and political activism and 
regenerative practices, none of what I’ve said should 
dissuade any of us from proceeding along this path. 
In fact, what should always motivate us is the sense 
that we are doing, or trying to do, the right moral and 
ethical thing within our frameworks of understanding. 
But I also think that at this juncture we need to respond 
to what is unfolding by seeking to build more effective, 
collaborate, supportive, kind and sharing communities 
and neighbourhoods that can form the backbone of a 
rejuvenated and powerful civil society as a counter to 
neoliberal hegemony.

Why? Because one of the most destructive outcomes 
of neoliberal capitalism has been to create cultures of 
disconnection: from ourselves, each other and nature 
(Monbiot 2017, Mackay 2019, Hari 2018). Reinvesting in 
each other and the world around us, building social capital, 
investing in social infrastructure, will serve us well as we 
seek to respond to what is before us. Those on the edges 
of our economy and society – communities and groups 
most impacted by the climate emergency – will need to 
feel included in this civil movement.

When I’ve aired such views to friends and colleagues, 
I’m often told that I’ve given up, sunken into despair or 
that I’m a nihilist – or all three. I ask my critics about how 
should we respond to this mess? I get the usual recitations 
of hope and determination – and calls for the toppling 
of the system – that seem strangely at odds with what’s 
happening around us. There are reasons for this – it’s 
not simply about cognitive dissonance. Something deep 
within us wants to believe that all is not lost, that life will 
go on, that safety and security will continue in the midst 
of chaos and darkness.

Yet we may have reached a moment in our existence 
when we need different stories and conversations that 
will enable us to face up to the future. Questions about 
where we live, how we live, and in what way, will come to 
the fore. Our sense of who we are, what others mean to 
us, and the values that underpin our lives will determine 
how we respond. I believe that in the midst of what 
has already occurred and is about to occur there is an 
opportunity to not only attend to what should be some of 
the fundamental rights of life – water, food, shelter – but 
also to reinvigorate our sense of community and civility. 
Had we all lived this way, and had we greater respect for 
Country, as Indigenous peoples always have, then we 
wouldn’t be here. But sadly, we are.
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Afterword

Shortly after completing this article, I got an email from 
someone responding to a  piece I had written elsewhere. 
The said person railed against me for having a “social 
work” response to the climate emergency rather than 
doing the difficult work of helping to topple the capitalist 
system. While I have never advocated abandoning 
radical opposition to corporate capitalism and have 
long supported alternative systems and programs, I am 
reminded of eminent English historian, E. P. Thompson 
who, having announced his intention to leave his office to 
support the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament, noted 
that if there was no world to live in then there would be no 
class struggle, or any struggle, to participate in.

I feel a bit the same way about the climate emergency, 
and in this instance, we’re ultimately facing just as much 
of a threat. We can topple the banking system, upend 
fossil fuel companies and roll governments but that 
will not prevent what is unfolding. Last ditch technical 
solutions that will remove greenhouse gases from the 
atmosphere look unlikely to succeed and may indeed 
cause additional problems.  What’s in the atmosphere will 
stay there for a long while yet. It’s locked in. All the signs 
are that the required global transformations are unlikely 
to eventuate in the required timescale. Such knowledge 
invites contemplation about life, mortality and that cliched 
question of how then should we live in such times.

The old, fixed oppositional stories and free-floating hope 
narratives seem less relevant by the day.
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Under the Currawong’s Eye: Fire, pandemic
and the bridge to hope1

Commentary

davId rItter

Standing quietly one morning under the mature 
Queensland brush box tree (Lophostemon confertus) 

that grows, wildly out of scale, in the back corner of our 
tiny inner-city courtyard, I’m joined from nowhere by a 
pied currawong (Strepera graculina).

The bird looks at me, steadfastly, from its target-like eye. 
With oafish anthropomorphism, I say good morning. The 
pied currawong continues to stare studiously, moving 
only slightly. It is assessing, I suppose, whether this loud 
and brightly clad biped represents an immediate threat 
or perhaps might be a source of food.

The creature and I continue to look at each other. It is 
just another uncanny midweek morning in inner western 
Sydney suburbia, in a year that already feels a decade 
old. We live under an air route that is now empty of 
planes, the flight path becoming quickly grown over with 
clean sky. And like countless others around Australia 
under pandemic lockdown, I’m working from home 
today, while our kids attend makeshift school around 
the dining table.

I feel a surge of gratitude for privilege and I want to share 
my appreciation of good fortune with the currawong, but 
I do so soundlessly. I’m grateful to be in employment, I 
now think in silent secular prayer, and I am thankful for 
the closeness of wife and daughters whom I not only 
love, but whose company I cherish. I give thanks for 
friends and neighbours; for utilities that work; for food and 
drink that is healthy and readily available; and for peace. 

So much has been revealed this year.

In Australia’s unprecedented spring and summer of fire 
more than seventeen million hectares of green was 
turned to black: an area greater than the Netherlands, 
Belgium, Denmark, Switzerland and Slovenia combined, 
or more than five times the size of Taiwan, or more than 
16 times the landmass of Lebanon (Oldenborgh et al. 
2020). In North Queensland, the third great bleaching 
of our Great Barrier Reef was the most extensive yet, 

erasing brilliant coral colours into a dull white (Slezak 
2020). On land and sea, so much vivid life is gone, killed 
by conditions of planetary heating, created by people 
primarily by burning coal, oil and gas and cutting down 
trees (Skea et al. 2019). The chickens of climate inaction 
came home in bitter and atrocious roost.

In these seismic occurrences, any imagined boundary 
between social and environmental issues has been 
graphically erased. Almost 80% of Australians were 
impacted by the unprecedented climate damage 
fires of the 2019-20 spring and summer. An extreme 
environmental phenomenon became a mass societal 
experience, killing more than 30 people directly, 
contributing to the early deaths of more than 400 
others through extreme toxic smoke inhalation and 
impacting one way or another the lives of around 80% 
of Australians (Cockburn 2020; Wu et al. 2020; Biddle 
2020). Then another socio-environmental event – the 
zoonotic transmission and anthropogenic spread of the 
COVID-19 virus –  became a universal experience as the 
whole of Australia went into protracted lockdown. ‘Is our 
destruction of nature responsible for Covid-19?’ asked 
distinguished environmental journalist John Vidal in The 
Guardian, citing some of the many scientists studying 
the relationship between ecological destruction and the 
increase of pandemics (Vidal 2020). The social and the 
environmental merge: save the diversity of life on earth, 
save ourselves.

In Australia, we have all of the resources, policy solutions 
and technology fixes that we need to make the rapid shift 
to the safety and security of abundant clean energy. The 
transformation would also be immensely popular, as a 
very large majority of adult Australians want effective 
action to reduce greenhouse gas emissions (Oldenborgh 
et al. 2020). One can only presume the margin would be 
even greater among the kids who will inherit the mess. All 
that is holding Australia back is a malign complex of vested 
interests; the fossil fuel order, ‘game of mates’, united in 
the exercise of dirty power, twisting our democracy away 
from the common good (Ritter 2018; Murray and Frijters 
2017; Greenpeace Australia Pacific 2020a).
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Politicians may crave the sugary rewards of short-term 
political advantage, but the distant eternal eye of the 
laws of physics and chemistry stares straight through 
the venal sophistry of the pettiest of humanity. The only 
choice remaining to the death cult defenders of the 
fossil fuel industries is to deny truth itself, an option that 
many have taken as if their Qantas Chairman’s Lounge 
admission depends on it.  So, this spring and summer, 
even as the fires raged and the seas heated, there was 
a sustained effort by powerful forces to minimise the 
role played by climate change in creating the conditions 
for the disaster (Greenpeace Australia Pacific 2020b). It 
was the fossil fuel order’s response to their Chernobyl 
moment (Ritter 2019; Flanagan 2020). Disinformation 
was politically weaponised by politicians, amplified by a 
gallery of pundits, and systematically disseminated via 
social media, to spread falsehoods and shift culpability 
away from the coal, oil and gas industries. 

Meanwhile, in umpteen stricken country towns, flaming 
valleys and day-dark backroads, and around the 
kitchen tables in the cities, we Australians remembered 
ourselves, that we are a society of people, held together 
by common bonds of land and sea, road and sky, kinship 
and friendship, communality, interdependence and fate. 

In the era of neoliberalism, we have been force-fed 
the slow poisonous untruth that people are selfish self-
maximisers, aspiring homo economicus, worth no more 
than our use-value and our contribution to the gross 
domestic product; only as good as our own efforts in 
self-marketing and owing nothing to anyone, unless by 
dint of binding contract or slick communications strategy 
(Homo economicus nd). Such a hollow and transactional 
representation of the human condition was never true and 
the fires burned away those lies for any who were looking. 
Volunteer firefighters turned out with no thought of reward; 
professional first responders were on the frontlines of 
danger as a matter of vocation; people cared for one 
another and for animals too, rescuing, hugging, sharing, 
baking, witnessing, taking in and giving comfort. The piggy 
banks of Australia were put to the hammer as we searched 
our souls and found charity. Then, during COVID-19, 
overwhelming numbers of us acted together to embrace 
the inconvenience of constraint, for the common good.

Every rational-minded observer now asks the obvious 
question (Peled 2020). Why won’t Australia’s politicians 
respond to the climate emergency in the same way they 
reacted to the COVID-19 crisis? After all, the Morrison 
government listened to the scientific and medical experts 
and acted prudently, in the public interest, to halt the 
pandemic (Australian Government 2020). Can we just 
have the same again on the climate emergency, please?

The answer is a tantalising ‘maybe’.

First, the inertia. The science writer Ketan Joshi has 
observed that while it may feel as if the pandemic has 
changed everything, the brute facts of institutional 
corruption remain unaltered (Joshi 2020; Lessig 2013).

The first point is that the same people are in power, and 
they exist within the same power structures:

There has been no alteration to the bonds of 
kinship that form a glistening web between fossil 
fuel executives, industry lobby groups, conservative 
journalists and politicians in major parties. These 
people are still in each other’s phone books.  The 
second reason is that there is a pre-existing, 
bespoke rhetorical assumption Australia’s fossil 
fuel industry can easily slip into the largely-
unquestioned mythology of economic prowess 
(Joshi 2020).

And so it is that oil-and-gas-man Nev Power is handpicked 
by the Prime Minister to lead the National COVID-19 
Coordination Commission (NCCC), an appointment 
that threatens to cruel prospects of a new clean energy 
beginning (Morgan and Long 2020). In the Senate 
Committee on COVID-19, Power says he can’t guarantee 
that none of the commissioners will benefit financially from 
the Commission’s gas-fired recovery planning (COVID- 
19). The same people. The same power structures.

A leaked NCCC Commission report revealed that they 
recommend Australian taxpayers underwrite a massive 
expansion of the domestic gas industry – including 
helping open new fields and build hundreds of kilometres 
of pipelines (Morton 2020). The report did not consider 
alternatives to gas, or mention the existence of the climate 
emergency, and the financial risk of investing in fossil 
fuel as emissions are cut in our desperate race against 
time. Instead, the report called for government agencies 
to partner with companies to accelerate development of 
new fields such as the Northern Territory’s vast Beetaloo 
Basin and pushed for states to introduce subsidy schemes 
for gas-fired power stations. It is a strategy of acceleration 
towards the chasm.

Australia is already the world’s largest liquefied gas 
exporter (Toscano 2020). Australian gas projects and 
facilities using gas in industrial processes emitted 
approximately 81 million tonnes of climate pollution in 
2018-19 (ACF 2020). Gas production creates greenhouse 
gas emissions at every stage of the production supply 
chain, even before being burned. There is no rational case 
for gas, unless the object is to enrich vested interests on 
the fast road to wholesale planetary disaster.
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There is an unruly momentum that is building because 
of what we have collectively lived through. This is our 
opportunity to come together and recreate the foundations 
of a just society that holds resilience, prosperity and care 
at its core. Out of the rolling crises we have a unique 
opportunity to shape our economic, cultural, and political 
recovery in a way that both safeguards our future and 
improves our daily lives. For Australia, 2020 must be 
about looking after each other and the planet we depend 
on, and prioritising the flourishing of people and planet 
over multinational corporations and vested interests. This 
is a historic opportunity to build back better. Renewables 
already service 26% of the mix in the National Electricity 
Market and are set to take over black coal as our biggest 
energy source in 2023 (Blakers 2020). Solar and wind 
electricity already cost much less than energy from a new 
coal or gas station (Blackers 2020). The technology and 
the policy solutions are there; all that stands in the way is 
the institutional corruption wrought by the fossil fuel order.

COVID-19 has vividly shown that extraordinary things are 
possible with bipartisan cooperation acting on the basis of 
expert advice, with the imperative of putting people first. 
In the midst of the climate emergency, all our state and 
federal politicians should apply this urgent same rationale 
to carbon pollution. So, the contest is on. There is the 
abiding metastasis of lies and vested interests that hold 
the nation to tortured ransom, versus the democratic spirit 
and the twinned beauty of sober truth and abiding hope; 
the latter charged with the renewed energy of our shared 
recent history, and driven always by the open possibilities 
of the deep future.

The currawong watches, waiting to see what will happen 
next.

References
A C F  2 0 2 0  T h e  A u s t r a l i a n  C o n s e r v a t i o n 

Foundation Report, ‘Gaslighting Australia: why 
the gas industry is an emerging climate and 
environmental disaster’ https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.
c l o u d f r o n t . n e t / a u s c o n / p a g e s / 1 7 4 6 6 /
a t t a c h m e n t s / o r i g i n a l / 1 5 9 11 4 6 4 1 7 / 2 0 0 5 _
GaslightingAustraliaReport_v3sml.pdf?1591146417 
(accessed 9/06/2020).

Australian Government 2020 ‘Coronavirus Covid-19 
Resource Page’ https://www.australia.gov.au/ 
(accessed 9/06/2020). 

Biddle N. 2020 ‘Nearly 80% of Australians affected in 
some way by the bushfires, new survey shows’, The 
Conversation, 18 February https://theconversation.
com/nearly-80-of-australians-affected-in-some-
way-by-the-bushfires-new-survey-shows-131672 
(accessed 4/06/2020). 

Blakers A. 2020 ‘Really Australia, it’s not that hard: 10 
reasons why renewable energy is the future’, The 
Conversation, 29 May, https://theconversation.com/
really-australia-its-not-that-hard-10-reasons-why-
renewable-energy-is-the-future-130459 (accessed 
9/06/2020).  

Cockburn P. 2020 ‘Six RFS volunteers suffer injuries 

after water tanker rolls on NSW South Coast’, ABC, 
24 January https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-01-
24/rfs-says-loss-of-c-130-will-be-felt-but-crews-will-
adapt/11895212 (accessed 2/06/2020).

COVID-19 – 04/06/2020 09:50:00 Official Recording of 
Senate Committee Proceedings from the Australian 
Parliament http://parlview.aph.gov.au/mediaPlayer.
php?videoID=503411&operation_mode=parlview 
(accessed 4/06/2020).

Flanagan R. 2020 ‘Australia Is Committing Climate 
Suicide’, The New York Times, 3 January https://
www.nytimes.com/2020/01/03/opinion/australia-fires-
climate-change.html (accessed 3/06/2020).

Greenpeace Australia Pacific 2020a Dirty Power: Burnt 
Country https://www.greenpeace.org.au/burntcountry 
(accessed 09/06/2020).

Greenpeace Australia Pacific 2020b ‘New coal and 
News Corp: report and documentary reveals extent 
of disinformation and climate-destroying projects 
approved during Black Summer bushfires’, 13 May 
https://www.greenpeace.org.au/news/new-coal-and-
news-corp-report-and-documentary-reveals-extent-
of-disinformation-and-climate-destroying-projects-
approved-during-black-summer-bushfires/ (accessed 
9/06/2020). 

Homo economicus, The Oxford Dictionary of Philosophy, 
https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/oi/
authority.20110803095943203 (accessed 9/6/2020). 

Joshi K. ‘Fossil 2020 fuel web leading Australia to 
deadly recovery’, Renew Economy, 25 April https://
reneweconomy.com.au/fossil-fuel-web-leading-
australia-to-a-deadly-recovery-82812/ (accessed 
9/6/2020).

Lessig L. 2013 ‘Institutional Corruption Defined’, Journal 
of Law, Medicine and Ethics, 41, 3 https://ssrn.com/
abstract=2295067 (accessed 9/6/2020).

Morgan E. and Long, S. 2020 ‘Coronavirus economic 
recovery committee looks set to push Australia towards 
gas-fired future’, ABC News, 13 May https://www.
abc.net.au/news/2020-05-13/coronavirus-recovery-
to-push-australia-towards-gas-future/12239978 
(accessed 9/6/2020). 

Morton A. 2020 ‘Leaked Covid-19 commission report calls 
for Australian taxpayers to underwrite gas industry 
expansion’, The Guardian, 21 May https://www.
theguardian.com/environment/2020/may/21/leaked-
covid-19-commission-report-calls-for-australian-
taxpayers-to-underwrite-gas-industry-expansion 
(accessed 9/6/2020).

Murray C. and Frijters P. 2017, Game of Mates: How 
Favours Bleed the Nation, e-book.

Oldenborgh, G., Krikken, F., Lewis, S., Leach, N., 
Lehner, F. Saunders K. van Weele M. Haustein K. 
Li S. Wallom D. Sparrow S. Arrighi J. Singh R. van 
Aalst M. Philip S.Vautard R. and Otto F. ‘Attribution of 
the Australian bushfire risk to anthropogenic climate 
change’ World Weather Attribution, March 2020, 
https://www.worldweatherattribution.org/wp-content/
uploads/WWA-attribution_bushfires-March2020.pdf 
(accessed 4/06/2020). 

Peled D. 2020 ‘Australia listened to the science on 
coronavirus. Imagine if we did the same for coal mining’, 
The Conversation https://theconversation.com/
australia-listened-to-the-science-on-coronavirus-
imagine-if-we-did-the-same-for-coal-mining-138212 
(accessed 9/6/2020). 

Ritter D. 2018 ‘Why Australia needs a Magnitsky Law’, 
Australian Quarterly Magazine, 89, 4, October-
December.

Ritter D. 2019 ‘Australia's politicians face a crisis of 
legitimacy as fire and smoke chokes the country’, 



42       Social Alternatives Vol. 39 No. 2, 2020

The Guardian  https://www.theguardian.com/
commentisfree/2019/dec/13/australias-politicians-
face-a-crisis-of-legitimacy-as-fire-and-smoke-chokes-
the-country (accessed 9/6/2020).

Ritter D. 2020 ‘Corona and Climate: The Pandemic Has 
Changed Everything and Nothing’ Sydney Environment 
Institute, http://sydney.edu.au/environment-institute/
opinion/the-pandemic-has-changed/ (accessed 
9/6/2020).

Skea E. Buendia C. et al. 2019 ‘Climate Change and 
Land: an IPCC special report on climate change, 
desertification, land degradation, sustainable land 
management, food security, and greenhouse gas 
fluxes in terrestrial ecosystems’, IPCC https://www.
ipcc.ch/srccl/ (accessed 3/6/2020).

Slezak M. 2020 ‘Great Barrier Reef found to be coral 
bleached from north to south for first time’, ABC News, 
7 April https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-04-07/
great-barrier-reef-most-widespread-coral-bleaching-
on-record/12107054, (accessed 3/6/2020).

Sydney Environment Institute, D., ‘Corona and Climate: 
The Pandemic Has Changed Everything and Nothing’, 
15 May 2020,

Toscano N.  2020 ‘Australia tops Qatar as world’s biggest 
LNG exporter’, Sydney Morning Herald, 6 January  
https://www.smh.com.au/business/the-economy/
australia-tops-qatar-as-world-s-biggest-lng-exporter-
20200106-p53p5h.html (accessed 9/6/2020). 

Vidal J. 2020 ‘Tip of the iceberg’: is our destruction of nature 
responsible for Covid-19?’, The Guardian, 18 March 
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/
mar/18/tip-of-the-iceberg-is-our-destruction-of-
nature-responsible-for-covid-19-aoe (accessed 
9/06/2020). 

Wu X. Nethery R. Sabath B. Braun D. and Dominici F. 
2020 ‘COVID-19 PM2.5: a national study on long-term 
exposure to air pollution and COVID-19 mortality in 
the United States’, 24 April https://projects.iq.harvard.
edu/covid-pm  (accessed 9/6/2020).

End Notes
1.   This commentary is developed from a submission that appeared in 

part on the website of the Sydney Environment Institute as ‘Corona 
and Climate: The Pandemic Has Changed Everything and Nothing’.

Author
David Ritter has been the Chief Executive Officer of 
Greenpeace Australia Pacific since 2012. He worked as 
an academic and lawyer before joining Greenpeace in 
London in a senior campaigns position. His most recent 
book is The Coal Truth: The Fight to Stop Adani, Defeat 
the Big Polluters and Reclaim our Democracy (2018).

The electoral hour

So long ago, one might remember

with a dramatic sense of the act, 

the colonnade on the hill, a just cause

and citizens beaten back in the rain,

but it was just a mild night with a heart of stone,

and a young cop keeping steps to himself.

Then as now, you could argue the angles

on Ryan’s guilt. But the timed calculation 

was political to the hilt.

No commute, but no sky exclaiming fire.

to make an example only required

the hubris of platitude and power.

Are you safe in your own skin? 

Worthy of any tweet today – 

shave, shit ‘n' shower.

As Victorian Premier, Henry Bolte led the 
executive decision not to commute Ronald 
Ryan’s mandatory death sentence for murdering 
a Pentridge prison officer. Asked what he was 
doing at the moment of Ryan’s execution in 
February 1967, he replied, ‘One of the three Ss’.

   dugald WilliamSoN

   armidale, NSW  
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Learning from Dual Global Crises: 
COVID-19 and climate change

transItIonaL  artICLe

CLaudIa BaLdwIn and kathryn engLIsh

This article compares two concurrent global crises: the decades-long climate change crisis 
and the months-long COVID-19 pandemic. These have many similarities. We draw attention 
to seven parallels and implications. Three of these feature change: business as usual is not 
acceptable; timeliness in relation to tipping points is critical; and communities can adapt to change 
with support. Two other points highlight the importance of data: decisions about policy, planning 
and management need to be based on evidence; and preparation needs to be based on expert 
advice, warnings, and long-term strategies. Two additional comments involve institutions and 
relationships: integrated multi-level governance is most effective to deal with global crises; and 
a sense of a shared burden on humanity globally is essential. We learn that adaptation can take 
place without having all the facts but accepting the trends, timing is critical, and political will is vital.

KEY WORDS: COVID, climate, policy, governance, humanity. 

The world is facing concurrent global crises: 
decades-long climate change and the months-long 

novel coronavirus SARS-CoV2 causing the COVID-19 
pandemic. Considering the similarities and differences 
in the phenomena and the global responses may 
reveal opportunities for better outcomes in the lengthy 
process ahead. Both dynamic catastrophes present 
multi-dimensional challenges that, if not mitigated, are 
projected to reap unimaginable devastation to life as we 
know it. However, COVID-19, with its potential to cause 
millions of deaths in a short time, has the immediacy of 
response not yet granted to climate change. Addressing 
the climate dilemma over a longer period has enabled 
countries to establish global governance structures 
not currently coordinated in the nascent coronavirus 
emergency.

The World Health Organisation (WHO) declared the 
COVID-19 outbreak as a Public Health Emergency of 
International Concern on 30 January 2020, upgrading 
its status to a pandemic on 11 March 2020. A pandemic 
is an epidemic of infectious disease that has spread 
through human populations across a large region, 
multiple continents, or even worldwide. It affects nearly 
all people and causes a high degree of morbidity and 
mortality. Within four months, COVID-19 resulted in 
200,000 deaths globally (WHO 2020b).

Climate change was declared a serious threat to 
humankind with publication of the first scientific 
assessment report by the Intergovernmental Panel on 

Climate Change (IPCC) in 1990. It will leave no continent 
untouched and is already implicated in an estimated 
150,000 fatalities per year, totalling millions of deaths 
so far world-wide (WHO 2020c). It is not an infectious 
disease so is not considered a pandemic, however, there 
are similarities between the massive human impacts of 
COVID-19 and climate change. 

We explore some parallels and implications of learnings 
from our experience with the COVID-19 pandemic, that 
we could draw on in addressing climate change.

1.  Business as Usual is not Acceptable 

The risks and consequences in both cases are too high, 
and unacceptable to the public. Failure is unthinkable. 
Events are unprecedented. A key driver (impetus) for 
change is the fear of uncertain but imaginable (and often 
modelled) risks and consequences, both short and long 
term.

COVID-19

The risk is substantial to the health of the population and 
results in increased morbidity and mortality among people 
of all ages, not just of ‘vulnerable’ cohorts (the aged and 
people with pre-existing medical conditions). The potential 
outcomes are so serious that the public has made major 
changes to everyday social and economic practices in a 
short time.



44       Social Alternatives Vol. 39 No. 2, 2020

Climate change

The risks are steadily increasing, with human, 
environmental and financial consequences. Increased 
severity of heat waves and urban heat island effects 
have contributed to increased mortality of vulnerable 
cohorts (the aged, infants, and people with disabilities) 
(Astrom et al. 2013). A reminder that warming oceans 
have increased strength and frequency of cyclones 
(IPCC 2014; 2019b) was evidenced by the 8 April 2020 
Cyclone Harold devastating Vanuatu and its South Pacific 
neighbours that was more severe than anticipated. 
Extreme rainfall in 2011-12 affected more than 78% of 
Queensland and contributed to catastrophic flooding and 
33 deaths (Queensland Government 2012). Furthermore, 
the unprecedented scale of bushfires in southern Australia 
in 2020 caused 34 deaths, significant loss of property and 
biodiversity, with hazardous smoke extending air pollution 
into cities (SBS 2020). These events have potential 
long-lasting impacts on mental and physical health. 
Importantly, the reality of extreme events increasing and 
becoming more severe with climate change, is affecting 
public anxiety, to a point where people are willing to make 
changes.

2.   Timeliness in Relation to Tipping Points is Critical

Both global crises have timeframes which could lead 
to overwhelming devastation. Tipping points represent 
irreversible shifts in a given system due to thresholds 
being crossed (Lemoine and Traeger 2014). Once these 
thresholds are crossed, the system dynamics change and 
are irreversible even after attempts at returning variables 
to a pre-threshold state (Ibid). This results in a regime 
shift in system dynamics and ‘sudden, high-amplitude, 
infrequent events, which are detectable in multiple aspects 
of the physical and biological components [of a system] 
and on large spatial scales’ (Armitage et al. 2011:106). 
Moreover, cascading effects can compound social, 
environmental and economic impacts, in particular where 
multiple shocks occur one after the other.

COVID-19

Evidence is that those countries that enacted social 
distancing, social isolation/‘shelter-at-home’, and contact 
tracing strategies early, closed borders, and facilitated 
maintaining communication through alternative means, 
have been able to slow down the number of new 
infections and reduce the projected demand on health 
facilities. Hence some countries are now at the stage of 
‘flattening the curve’ and easing restrictions, ultimately, 
reducing the number of infections to a level that prevents 
further spread. Those that did not take early and strong 
action such as the USA, Brazil and Russia, reached a 
tipping point, where basic human health and physical 
infrastructure for human survival cannot cope, causing 

spill over or cascading effects: families devastated by loss 
of loved ones, people refused over-run health services 
and needing to find help away from their home community. 
Death is finite: there is no return to ‘normal’ for someone 
who dies, or who loses family or friends. Other human 
losses have cascading effects on family income, mental 
health, and care relationships.

Climate change

While climate change is already having effects, projections 
are that if the temperature increases 1.5°C above 
pre-industrial levels (we are currently 1°C above), 
there will be increased extreme temperatures on land, 
temperature rises in oceans, increased frequency and 
intensity of heavy precipitation, droughts, and sea-level 
rises. Thresholds or tipping points will be reached with 
long-lasting or irreversible effects on ecosystems, food 
security and water supply (IPCC 2018). Some projections 
indicate that the Great Barrier Reef is reaching a tipping 
point (see below).

3.   Decisions About Policy, Planning and Management 
Need to be Based on Evidence

We need to trust the scientific process, communicate 
clearly, and encourage an informed public that is 
discerning enough to know the difference between facts, 
opinions and ‘fake news’. We need to reflect, review and 
revise our plans based on evidence, in line with ‘adaptive 
management’. Successful governance responses should 
include: timely policy making and adoption of appropriate 
rules; the ability to address intergenerational equity and 
a focus on rights as well as responsibilities. Also needed 
are connectivity and collaborative decision-making and 
integrated trans-national multi-level spatial governance, 
as well as adaptability and transformability (Serrao-
Neumann et al. 2016).

COVID-19 

By early February 2020, the disease emanating from 
the novel coronavirus (SARS-CoV2) was declared a 
legally notifiable disease in all States and Territories in 
Australia, as well as in all countries across the globe. 
Such mandatory reporting facilitates tracking the spread 
of infection rates globally to understand who are most 
affected, how it spreads, and how to contain it. In 
March 2020, WHO announced a broad consensus on 
a coordinated Global Research Roadmap, with priority 
given for diagnostic testing, vaccine development and 
therapeutics (WHO 2020a). Sampling and tracing 
techniques, while under development, are improving, 
but are not keeping pace with the scope and scale of 
the disease. As understanding of the virus continually 
improves, more questions arise about: deaths of healthy 
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people; role of asymptomatic carriers; time for recovery; 
effects on unborn children whose mothers were affected; 
chronic complications on children; appropriate treatment; 
and the ability to achieve national and world-wide 
immunity or eradication. The responses by governments 
globally have been, and remain, inconsistent, with at 
times, illogical rules, mixed messaging, and an initial 
delay in a coordinated information and outreach effort 
from key credible authorities. Several countries, especially 
those with federal systems, have had a plethora of 
problematic and contradictory messaging. Because of 
this, rumours of unproven treatments abound, and false 
hope, often spread through social media, were given by 
high profile individuals in government and the media, 
some proclaiming a premature end to the crisis and a 
return to ‘normal’. Misinformation undermines social 
good. On the whole, the Australian community appears 
to have implemented and followed high compliance with 
restrictions, possibly due to some measures of income 
support (Bodas and Peleg 2020).

Climate change

The IPCC 5th assessment report confirmed that warming 
of atmosphere and oceans is unequivocal, and likely to 
exceed 1.5°C due to the lock-in effect. More than 800 
scientists, drawing on 12,000 scholarly articles, produced 
the 2600-page consensus report, reviewed by 500 
people including experts and officials from 115 countries 
and approved by nearly 200 governments (IPCC 2014). 
Regular monitoring and reporting by agencies around the 
world monitor greenhouse gas emission trends according 
to National Inventory Guidelines (IPCC 2019a), although 
not all contributing factors are included (e.g. CO2 from 
bushfires). A 2018 IPCC special report confirmed that 
we are already seeing consequences of an increase of 
1°C global warming in terms of extreme weather and 
diminishing Arctic sea ice. The report warned that limiting 
global warming to 1.5°C requires rapid transitions in land 
use, energy, industry, buildings, transport and cities, to 
achieve net zero CO2 emissions by 2050 (IPCC 2018).

While scientific consensus is clear, policy changes have 
been more difficult to achieve. The UN Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) was 
established in 1992 with 197 signatories and a commitment 
to hold annual conferences of parties (COP). The Kyoto 
Protocol (1997), a treaty to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions, did not come into effect until 2005 and 
individual country policy and financial commitments to 
achieve targets have been slow. In spite of the scientific 
consensus, climate deniers still have a voice, making it 
a challenge to dispel ‘easy fixes’. On a reassuring note 
about changing attitudes, though, a 2019 survey of the 
Australian public indicated that 81% of participants are 
concerned that climate change will result in more floods 

and droughts (Merzian et al. 2019). The Australian 
government has called for a ‘lessons learned’ inquiry 
into the 2019-20 bushfire season. The terms of reference 
are comprehensive in seeking to understand the level 
of advice provided prior to the bushfire season and 
‘adequacy of the Federal Government’s existing measures 
and policies to reduce future bushfire risk, including 
in relation to assessing, mitigating and adapting to 
expected climate change impacts’ (Finance and Public 
Administration References Committee  2020: 1). However, 
it remains to be seen if it will motivate change. In terms 
of reflecting on and revising plans based on evidence, a 
meta-analysis of recommendations of 55 Australian post-
disaster-event reviews and inquiries since 2009 found 32 
recurrent themes, including about policy, legislation and 
land use planning (Cole et al. 2018). Reviews can guide 
reflection and evaluation of whether previous methods 
of preparation and mitigation have worked or will work in 
the future. Yet there is no indication of how many of those 
recommendations have been implemented including 
outcomes from the Queensland Floods Commission of 
Inquiry 2012. Reviews can provide insight into whether 
previous attempts at mitigation will have to be adapted for 
the future. For example, in a drying climate, the reduced 
safe time available for fuel reduction burns may require 
different approaches to mitigating bushfire risk (Baldwin 
et al. 2020).

4.   Preparation Needs To Be Based On Expert Advice, 
Warnings, and Long-Term Strategies

Disaster preparedness refers to measures taken to 
prepare for and reduce the effects of disasters, including 
slow onset or rapid effects, and taking account of 
cascading and interactive effects.

COVID-19

As early as 2007, the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation 
injected massive funding into research on high risk 
infectious disease (Matthews and Ho 2008) and in 2015, 
Bill Gates warned of a lack of progress in pandemic 
preparedness, predicting a breakdown of supply chains 
and overloading of many systems (Gates 2015). Gates 
recommended national reserves of medically skilled 
people and supplies, tied to the military in order to take 
quick action; more simulations and vaccine research, as 
well as safe health systems in poor countries to improve 
global health equity. Furthermore, an adequate publicly 
available health care system and an emphasis on 
disease prevention can reduce mortality and economic 
costs of illness and mortality (DeVol et al. 2007). At the 
time of writing this article, two million Americans have 
been infected, with over 115,000 deaths attributed to 
COVID-19 (WHO 2020b). On a positive note, good 
planning can make a difference – coordinated plans for 
the management of influenza in residential aged care 
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facilities, supported by the Australian government since 
2014, have helped these facilities to quickly put in place 
procedures to deal with COVID-19.

Climate change

Each IPCC report since 1990 has warned of increasing 
risks from climate change. Garnaut (2008: 118) reported 
that more intense fire seasons ‘should be directly 
observable by 2020’. In early 2020, the Australian federal 
government pledged to commit additional emergency 
and fire-fighting resources, such as for aerial fire-fighting 
capacity, to be better tailored to predicted fire behaviour 
(Readfearn 2020). Prevention is always less expensive 
than recovery. According to Deloitte Access Economics 
(2016: 2), in 2015, the total economic cost of natural 
disasters in Australia exceeded AU$9 billion and is 
expected to rise to an average of $33 billion per year by 
2050. They estimate that targeted investment in resilience 
would reduce Australian government expenditure on 
natural disaster relief and recovery by more than 50% 
by 2050. Waiting until there is an impact is too late for 
comprehensive management. Examples include building 
on floodplains then expecting dams to be constructed to 
mitigate predictable flooding (Cook 2020). Not having 
a fire plan or fire shelter in a bushfire prone area limits 
options. An increase in temperatures can cause heat 
stress and a range of vector-borne diseases such as 
dengue fever.  A well-resourced equitable healthcare and 
emergency service system can adapt synergistically to 
rapidly increasing demands from disease and climate 
change.

5.   Integrated Multi-Level Governance is Most 
Effective

Researchers globally have emphasised that alignment, 
cooperation and collaboration among the hierarchy 
of national, state and local governments, and across 
government agencies is essential for effective policy 
development and management of complex problems, 
including for disaster preparedness (Grafton et al. 
2013). Responsibilities need to be clearly delineated, 
with unambiguous messages consistent at all levels. 
Transparency is essential to achieve trust and compliance; 
we cannot operate in silos. Community engagement and 
feedback about feasibility of measures can improve rule-
making and compliance (Ostrom 1990; OECD 2016). 
Responses are costly, with long-term budget implications. 
Increased centralised decision-making with no broad 
oversight in times of emergencies is a threat to, and an 
erosion of, principles of democracy, freedom and privacy.

COVID-19

The delay in arriving at a consistent response within 
countries, including across states, local governments, 

institutions and workplaces, has affected the timeliness of 
the uptake of quarantine and social distancing measures, 
not just in Australia, but more severely in other countries. 
Confused, inconsistent and illogical messages are 
ignored with common sense prevailing in some cases: 
insisting that children are safe attending schools whereas 
employees need to work at home saw many parents 
withdraw students from schools and child care centres 
well in advance of it being  mandated by government; 
or restricting testing to those who have had overseas 
contact without explanation that the real reason was due 
to a lack of supplies. Widespread testing is axiomatic 
to understanding community spread of the disease. 
On 8 April 2020, the Australian Parliament was initially 
suspended until August 2020 and the Parliament agreed 
to a cross-party Senate committee having oversight of 
COVID-19 decision-making and expenditure to ensure 
accountability. A ‘National Cabinet’ of First Ministers was 
instituted and the Prime Minister recently admitted that 
this replacement for COAG was a successful mechanism 
for collaboration. As the pandemic eased in Australia, 
Parliament has again met with reduced numbers 
present to ensure social distancing. Increasing concern 
is being expressed globally about autocratic countries 
using centralised decision-making about COVID-19 and 
personal tracking devices to enforce physical restrictions 
and clamp down on political opponents to limit dissent 
(Tham 2020).

Climate change

With gaps existing in policy at the national level, Australian 
states and particularly local governments (expecting to feel 
the brunt of climate disasters) are making their own policies 
for dealing with climate change. But a national approach 
is needed for mitigation to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions (GGE), to support comprehensive adaptation 
measures, as well as coordination mechanisms for dealing 
with disasters. These should include national sharing of 
fire-fighting resources along with the coordination of food, 
water, and fuel supplies.

Integrated risk assessment of cumulative impacts is 
needed, for example to prepare for what might happen in 
the case of telecommunications breakdown due to damage 
to infrastructure, an internet ‘virus’, or increased load on 
the system. The current review of the Commonwealth 
Environmental Protection and Biodiversity Conservation 
Act, which is the vehicle for implementing Australia’s 
international environmental responsibilities, provides an 
opportune time for including climate change in the goals 
of the Act as well as matters of national environmental 
significance. It should be noted that other countries have 
specific national climate change legislation.
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6.   Communities Can Survive Change: We can adapt 
with support

Communities can be resilient, when resilience means 
coping with change, and transitioning to a ‘new normal’ in 
an adapted future, while not returning to a previous state 
(Davidson et al. 2016). However, a transition strategy 
needs to consider how to ease the pain and help people 
to adjust. Major catastrophic events do not discriminate 
between rich and poor, though the rich and privileged have 
access to more resources to prevent, mitigate, adapt, 
and recover from the effects. Hence, social justice is a 
core principle, and public resources need to be allocated 
to prevent socially unacceptable impacts on individuals, 
especially the most disadvantaged.

COVID-19

Technology has been a critical vehicle for enabling much 
of the economy, including education, to continue. We 
can teach and learn online. We can be trusted to work 
productively at home and save time, costs and GGE 
without the daily commute – telecommuting is emerging 
as the saviour for many. We appreciate having access 
to local and Australian products, since imports have 
reduced.  Further, those who have lost jobs can use time 
and government support to retrain. Yet a digital divide is 
apparent. While imaginative solutions abound (e.g. home 
adaptations of personal protection gear), we need to be 
aware of the technologically disadvantaged. Change 
can be uncomfortable – being unemployed is stressful; 
social disconnection through working or staying at home 
can be lonely; insufficient exercise is also a concern. A 
government injection of resources has been essential for 
dealing with unemployment, to help businesses survive, 
and to provide emotional and well-being support.

Climate change

Technology, while important, is only one of the mitigation 
mechanisms to the multifaceted climate dilemma. Relying 
on technology solely to solve such complex issues as 
climate change is unrealistic. However, technology has 
an important role to play: investment in clean power, 
SMART transport, less interstate and international travel 
for meetings and remote working will assist in lowering 
GGE. Some changes are uncomfortable, for example 
learning to use video conferencing or home schooling. 
The benefits in local supply networks to reduce carbon 
miles may result in reduced food options. Adaptation 
planning is needed to avoid cascading effects of climate 
change and maladaptation. Not changing may be even 
more uncomfortable. For example, lack of vegetative 
canopy reducing heat in housing can contribute to heat 
stress (Baldwin et al. 2020) but business as usual adding 
air-conditioning is maladaptive. Not changing our path 
may affect shelter, food and health, especially for the 

poorest and most vulnerable. Disasters and unplanned 
events can act as poverty multipliers (Hallegatte et al. 
2015): poorer people are more exposed to pollution and 
burning of fossil fuels.

7.   A Sense of Shared Humanity Globally is Essential

Health workers, emergency responders, and the care 
army created in some states dedicate themselves to 
protecting others in emergencies and become heroes 
but post-event trauma can be significant for many of 
these frontline workers and for many marginalised people 
who are severely affected. Social justice needs to be an 
enhanced guiding principle.

COVID-19

It will not be eradicated or managed effectively without 
global cooperation. Travel restrictions, self-isolation, 
research and immunisation rely on collaboration. Local 
achievements will be discounted if others do not do their 
part. WHO has an important role to play to ensure that 
benefits and costs are appropriately shared. Communities 
around the world are demonstrating care for others by 
restricting contact. Health workers are putting themselves 
at risk, particularly where protective resources are limited. 

Climate change

To effectively address climate change and mitigate its 
effects requires a global response across developed 
and developing countries. While frameworks exist, 
collective efforts fail to address the accelerating causes 
and impacts. If temperatures increase by more than 
1.5°C, up to 90% of the corals in Australia’s Great Barrier 
Reef will die (IPCC 2018). Adjacent hinterland efforts in 
north Queensland to reduce nutrient and sedimentation 
flowing into the Barrier Reef from agriculture will make 
little difference to its survival under these circumstances. 

In environmental crises, emergency service personnel 
place themselves in dangerous situations to protect 
lives and property, but it takes a toll on health and 
wellbeing. Australians and others across the world 
have demonstrated great empathy for those affected 
by disasters with a reported more than AU$100 million 
raised to support Australia’s 2020 bushfire victims within 
one week (Brown 2020). In spite of the powerful interests 
that support retaining the status quo, if the community is 
more afraid of the consequences of no change, then fear 
may spur actions to overcome intransigence.

Conclusion

The overwhelming worldwide and Australia-wide media 
and political attention on COVID-19 has overshadowed 
attention on international disasters, such as the April 2020 
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South Pacific cyclone and Australia’s unprecedented 
bushfires. Yet more deaths have already occurred in 
Australia attributable to climate change than COVID-19. 
This fact is often overlooked due to the regular but 
episodic occurrence of natural disasters, compared to 
the current death rates from COVID-19 in a short period. 
While unparalleled, continuing disasters from climate 
change should be expected; we have been warned. 
Taking action against climate change involves a modest 
cost compared to the increasing costs of inaction.

Just as Ebola was a wake-up call, episodic disasters 
due to climate change mean that time is not on our side, 
although we are getting better at managing the personal 
and business disruption due to rapid onset disasters. But 
communities and countries will find it harder to recover if 
one shock follows soon after another. There is however 
great potential for improvement in mitigating impacts 
by focusing on the long-term. Political will, with public 
support, knowledge gained from research, practice, and 
review of events can enable us to turn COVID-19 and 
the recent bushfire crises into windows of opportunity 
for the systemic change needed for global health and 
intergenerational equity.
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Daddy Bird

Remember   

When dad would walk into the kitchen as daddy,
cupping a swallow that he had caught to carry
safely out of the shed and stopped to show us—

how the blackish feathers flashed with as many colors
from different angles as asphalt does, when it’s covered
in spilled oil

& the way it lay still (for him),

baring its spot of band-aid-one-skin-tone-tan just
above its eyes, wings in a gentle nest of fingers,

that was either

warning or example,

resting a sharp beak right where daddy’s day-old thumb
bandage was breaking loose into cotton plumage.

  

   kaTe aSSariaN,
   harBor Beach, michigaN, uSa  
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International Organisations and State 
Sovereignty: The World Health Organisation 

and COVID-19

themed artICLe

Xu yI-Chong and PatrICk weLLer 
The World Health Organisation (WHO) has been criticised during the current pandemic on 
a number of grounds, almost all of which are unwarranted. They include its failure to include 
Taiwan, its delayed declaration of 'pandemic' and its subservience to China. These criticisms fail 
to distinguish between the WHO as an international organisation (IO) constituted of 194 member 
states who determine its membership and policies and the WHO Secretariat as a technical body 
mandated to seek the good health attainment of all people, regardless of their location, nationality, 
religion, ethnicity or ideological orientations, within the responsibilities delegated by the member 
states. This article considers the validity of the criticisms within the context of the WHO's history, 
constitution and delegated responsibilities. It argues that global health needs a global institution 
and the WHO needs support against ill-informed or self-interested critiques. Political issues that 
concern individual member states can only be addressed by member states, and states alone. 

KEY WORDS: WHO, International organisations, COVID-19, multilateralism, health

As Covid-19 roared across the globe, accusations of 
responsibility were abundant. Many blamed China; 

some criticised their own governments. A constant target 
was the World Health Organisation (WHO): the WHO 
‘failed to exercise global health leadership’ and warn 
countries early enough about the pandemic (Fidler 2020); 
the WHO was bought by China and amplified everything 
China said; the WHO ‘severely mismanaged and covered 
up the spread of the coronavirus.’ This is not the first time 
the WHO was in the firing line at the peak of a health 
crisis: in 1970, it was criticised for exceeding its authority 
by reporting an outbreak of cholera in Guinea (Fidler 
2004); in the 1980s and 1990s, for having overreached 
its mandate by demanding countries report their HIV/
AIDS cases; in 2003, for having acted outside its existing 
authority by warning travellers to avoid Hong Kong, 
Toronto, Taiwan and parts of China in an effort to curb the 
spread of SARS; in 2009-10, for having ‘conspired with 
the pharmaceutical industries’ by announcing H1N1 as 
an influenza pandemic when H1N1 was much less fatal; 
and for declaring the Ebola outbreak a global crisis when 
it was restricted in West Africa. On all these occasions, 
the opposite condemnation was made equally loudly: 
the WHO had failed to fulfil its responsibilities to protect 
the health of millions.

The WHO, along with other international organisations 
(IOs), was created to manage problems that states 
found difficult, and increasingly impossible, to manage 

individually. While IOs, despite their flaws, have 
contributed significantly to post-WWII stability, economic 
prosperity and spread of democracy, they are often 
used as a punching bag by both the left and the right 
whenever it is convenient for their political agenda. Yet, 
IOs, including the WHO, have never been in greater 
need of defence, support, and strengthening when a long 
list of issues – health risks, climate change, refugees 
or human rights – do not recognise artificial territorial 
borders, are beyond control of any government in one 
country, and thus demand cooperation and collaboration 
among states (for example Lancet Commission 2014; 
Independent Commission on Multilateralism 2017; G20 
Eminent Group 2018).

IOs are ultimately ‘member-driven’ organisations. They 
were created because states decided to ‘surrender’ some 
of their independent decision-making power to pursue 
collective actions. IOs are ‘global governors’ only when 
member states allow them to be so; states negotiate to 
decide their missions, delegate authorities, set general 
directions for their action and agree on all political matters, 
such as who can become a member or an observer, and 
on what terms (Pelc 2011; Schneider and Urpelainen 
2012), who can lead iOS, and/or how they are funded 
(Weiss and Daws 2018). States, not IOs, decide how the 
game is played and how they interact with each other 
under the rules they have agreed upon. IOs work with 
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their member states to pursue ‘common’ interests. As 
institutions, IOs are accountable to their member states, 
not one but all.

The WHO has a technical health mandate and is charged 
with the promotion and protection of health globally. 
The WHO’s staff – the doctors, scientists, researchers, 
among many others – undertake technical and operational 
public health work. The controversies around its role in 
managing COVID-19 are, at their best, due to the lack 
of understanding how IOs operate, and at their worst, 
seeking to undermine multilateral institutions for short-
term and domestic political gains (Goldin 2013; Linn 
2018; Pascal 2019; Kickbusch 2020). They thus call for a 
better understanding of the WHO – its nature, its mission, 
its organisational design and its operation (Burci and 
Vignes 2004) – and a distinction between the WHO as 
a political and a technical organisation. History tells us if 
there had not been a WHO, the international community 
would have created one to manage infectious diseases 
and global health in general. After all, the spread of 
yellow fever from South America to the United States 
in the late 19th century led to the creation of the Pan-
American Health Organisation (PAHO) in 1902, one of 
the six regional offices of the WHO today. To control the 
spread of cholera, plague and other contagious diseases, 
the League of Nations created a Health Organisation in 
1919, the predecessor of the WHO.

The current WHO was established in 1948 as a special 
agency within the United Nations. As an IO, it has authority 
when, through its governing body – the World Health 
Assembly – its member states decide to delegate it. As a 
special technical organisation, the WHO is mandated to 
seek ‘the attainment by all peoples of the highest possible 
level of health’ (WHO 1948, Preamble). The highest level 
of health is more an aspiration than a political reality as, 
when societies develop, the objectives of healthcare 
evolve too. This is as true of global healthcare systems as 
it is for national healthcare ones. The WHO Constitution 
grants the organisation a broad mandate on health, 
such as seen in Article 2: ‘directing and co-ordinating 
international health work,’ through policy, technical and 
normative work. Given a wide range of health issues, 
where the WHO’s attention and resources should go 
has always been controversial. The debate is often as 
much about health as politics – should the WHO focus 
on communicable or non-communicable diseases; is 
health inequality part of the authority of the WHO; or 
should more resources go to normative work or technical 
assistance? Difficult choices have to be made even on 
infectious diseases and health emergencies – from polio, 
measles, malaria, Ebola, HIV to TB. Over these complex 
health issues, the World Health Assembly decides broad 
guidelines for the WHO’s work.

Serving ALL people

The WHO is mandated to seek the good health attainment 
of all people – people regardless of their location, 
nationality, religion, ethnicity or ideological orientations. 
People in Taiwan or in Palestine receive the same 
technical information, advice and assistance from the 
WHO as those in its 194 member states. This seemingly 
simple mandate is not without controversies. The media 
reports on Taiwan and the WHO during the Covid-19 
resemble the conflict between the WHO under its Director 
General (DG) Hiroshi Nakajima and the United States 
over the issue of Palestine (Siddiqi 1995). For the WHO, 
the health of people is its mandate; its professionals work 
with experts in all countries and regions on health issues, 
especially in managing infectious diseases. During the 
current coronavirus outbreak, the WHO did exactly that, 
as Dr Maria van Kerkhove, the WHO’s technical lead for 
Covid-19, explained at the WHO briefings on 15 and 17 
April:

We have been working with colleagues from Taiwan 
on the technical side throughout this pandemic … 
I personally myself have briefed members from 
Taiwan CDC, public health professionals and 
scientists. We’ve had an exchange of information 
about what is happening at the global level in 
different regions and in Taiwan as well. We have a 
number of people from Taiwan who are serving in 
our clinical networks and our infection prevention 
and control networks. We regularly meet through 
teleconferences. This is an invaluable opportunity 
when we exchange information peer-to-peer and 
with people who have first-hand experience with 
patients to discuss how diseases are developing, 
how we can treat them, and how we can prevent 
further transmission. There has been a regular and 
open dialogue throughout the pandemic.

Steve Solomon, the WHO Principal Legal Officer, added:

There is a point of contact within Taiwan CDC 
(Centre for Disease Control) that has access to 
the International Health Regulations (IHR) event 
information site. This is the key platform for 
exchanging information among all the parties and 
stakeholders in the IHR. There are two of the key 
clinical networks that Taiwanese experts participate 
in – the clinical management network and the 
infection prevention and control network. These 
networks meet at least once a week, sometimes 
twice a week and there is a direct contact between 
the WHO at a technical level and Taiwan CDC. 
These are very important to ensure an exchange. 
The formal participation in WHO governance 
bodies like the World Health Assembly is in the 
hands of member states.
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The distinction is clear: the WHO as a technical 
organisation works with experts everywhere on all areas 
of health. The WHO is also part of the UN system; its 
membership is decided by its members, not by the WHO 
staff, nor its DG. Making the distinction helps clarify one 
key controversial issue during the COVID-19 crisis – that 
is, the WHO was attacked for not recognising Taiwan 
as a member. While working closely with professionals 
in Taiwan, the WHO staff do not have authority over its 
membership. The irony is that while member states in their 
own diplomacy accept the ‘one-China policy’ and their 
representatives at the World Health Assembly maintain 
this position, some of their politicians and critics attack 
the WHO for something their governments, rather than 
the WHO staff, have sole control over.

International Health Regulations

Infectious diseases have an inherent international 
dimension; pathogens do not stop in front of territorial 
boarders or recognise sovereign authority. After a 
century of diplomacy, the international community in 1948 
empowered the World Health Assembly under the WHO 
Constitution to ‘adopt legally binding regulations that 
enter into force automatically by a specified deadline for 
non-dissenting states in a number of areas, including on 
quarantine requirements and other procedures designed 
to prevent the international spread of disease’ (Burci 2018: 
680). The WHO was given the primary responsibility to 
implement the International Health Regulation (IHR) that 
was first adopted in 1951. There were successes, such 
as eradication of smallpox by 1977, and failures, such 
as the WHO’s powerlessness to control the worldwide 
progression of HIV/AIDs in the 1980s and 1990s. After 
a decade warning about the spread of global infectious 
diseases, member states decided to strengthen the IHR at 
the beginning of the 21st century (CDC 1998, Fidler 2004).

Following the failure of China to share information 
of the SARS breakout in a timely manner, ‘a public 
admonishment by the WHO was issued’ (Goldin 2013: 
86). The ‘unprecedented’ and proactive intervention of 
the WHO during the SARS outbreak was not without 
controversy, as its then DG, Gro Harlem Brundtland, 
recalled, ‘It wasn’t just China. The mayor of Toronto flew to 
Geneva to tell us take down the travel recommendation – 
while at the same time he was not containing the outbreak. 
He had people with SARS riding around the subway, no 
contact tracing, no following up. He couldn’t accept we 
were telling him what to do!’ (cited in Buranyi 2020). The 
WHO’s intervention during the SARS outbreak catalysed 
the debate over more binding rules regulating infectious 
diseases and their spread. Surveillance and information 
sharing are at the heart of international health regulations 
over infectious diseases and the centre of the debate was 
whether countries should cede more power and authority 
to the WHO to manage global health and health crises.

The push for tougher global regulation led to the adoption 
of the International Health Regulation 2005 by member 
states at the World Health Assembly (Davies et al. 2016).
IHR 2005 expanded WHO’s power to declare public 
health emergencies, to authorise disease surveillance, 
and to issue recommendations about travel and trade 
restrictions. The determinations and recommendations 
of health emergencies must be based on ‘scientific 
evidence and a contextual risk assessment’ (Burci 2018: 
683). The DG, after consulting experts and professionals, 
is authorised to declare a ‘public health emergency of 
international concern’ (PHEIC) – the highest-level health 
warning to the international community, and to issue 
temporary recommendations for its management and 
control. The other side of the bargain of IHR 2005 was 
that member states agreed to assess all unusual health 
events occurring on their territory and notify the WHO of 
all events that may constitute a PHEIC (Articles 5 and 6 
of IHR 2005; Brown et al. 2006).

While the IHR 2005 offered a collective approach in 
managing infectious disease outbreaks and ‘states agreed 
to share the duty to prevent, detect and respond to major 
disease outbreaks’ (Davies 2019: 1), states still bear 
the primary responsibility to ‘govern the most important 
public health action’ in their own country (Smith 2009: 9). 
The basis of the WHO’s authority in managing infectious 
disease outbreaks remains ‘the expert and delegated 
model’ (McInnes 2015). The negotiations of IHR 2005 said 
this much, explained Gian Luca Burci, the then WHO’s 
legal counsel:

The centralisation of decision-making power in 
WHO and the relative strictness of IHR-based 
obligations are counterbalanced by the parties’ 
right under Article 43 to apply national health 
measures going beyond WHO’s recommendations 
or even breaching some of their obligations when 
considered necessary to respond to PHEIC or 
public health risks. This possibility … reflects states’ 
ambivalence to transferring substantial authority to 
an international body (Burci 2018: 683).

To complicate the delicate balance between the wish for 
the WHO to act and member states on their sovereign 
control over health issues within their territories is the 
asymmetric relationship between countries’ health 
professionals who work with the WHO and political 
and diplomatic representation at the WHO. Health 
professionals seldom control the political agenda at 
home while diplomatic representatives have very different 
priorities. WHO, like all IOs, struggles to survive amid this 
maze of relationships within its member states. For these 
reasons, since IHR 2005 entered force in 2007, every 
declaration of a PHEIC has been controversial because 
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the decision will always involve a trade-off between public 
health considerations and the retention of the ultimate 
political power.

According to the IHR 2005, when there is an event that 
is preliminarily determined a ‘public health emergency of 
international concern,’ the DG must seek the view of an 
IHR Emergency Committee. Members of the Emergency 
Committee are appointed by the DG from a roster of 
experts from a wide range of health fields: from disease 
control, virology, vaccine development, to infectious 
disease epidemiology, and from countries and institutions 
other than the WHO. At least one member should be 
an expert nominated by the state within whose territory 
the event arises. Based on the advice provided by the 
Emergency Committee, the DG decides whether and 
when to declare a PHEIC. There will always be those 
who challenge the decision on either the timing or the 
actions recommended.

On 11 June 2009, Dr Margaret Chan, DG of the WHO, 
announced: ‘I have conferred with leading influenza 
experts, virologists, and public health officials; I have 
sought guidance and advice from an Emergency 
Committee established for this purpose. On the basis of 
available evidence, and these experts’ assessments of the 
evidence, the scientific criteria from an influenza pandemic 
have been met.’ The H1N1 pandemic eventually did not 
turn out to be as deadly as expected, either because of the 
quick, harsh measures taken by the Mexican government 
(Mackey and Liang 2012) and actions taken by other 
states, or because the disease was indeed not so fatal that 
it deserved PHEIC status. Governments that, following 
the 2004 WHO pandemic guidelines, stockpiled antivirals 
found their health budget tied to antivirals stacked in 
warehouses. The WHO and its DG were immediately 
accused of being involved in a scam and having conspired 
with the pharmaceutical industry in declaring the PHEIC 
(Cohen and Carter 2010).

Five months after receiving notice of the emergence of 
Ebola in West Africa, the WHO declared the PHEIC in 
August 2014. The WHO was attacked for having made 
the declaration as Ebola affected only a few West African 
countries; it was also criticised for making the declaration 
too late (Third Word Quarterley 2016). While all accept 
that the Ebola outbreak became a disaster because of the 
lack of sufficiently trained personnel, limited resources, 
weak national health systems, mistrust of government and 
health officials, in addition to a civil war in the region, they 
felt it legitimate to criticise the WHO, although its member 
states were seriously divided over what the WHO should 
focus on – normative or technical work on the ground. The 
United Nations stepped in and the UN Secretary General 
established the first ever health-related UN field operation.

Post-pandemic reviews are required in IHR 2005; 
changes to IHR 2005 have been made after each review 
in the past decade (Ottersen et al. 2016). For instance, 
in 2009, names of members serving at the Emergency 
Committee were kept confidential to protect them from 
potential harassment. In response to the criticism of 
conflicts of interests, during the COVID-19 outbreak the 
WHO published names of those who served both as the 
members of and advisors to the Emergency Committee 
when the Committee met the first time on 22 January 
2020.

International health regulations are, and will be, subject 
to criticism. The lack of national capacity to report and 
manage outbreaks, the political unwillingness to report 
them, or the unknown nature of the new diseases all 
pose threats to global health and the capacity of the 
WHO to implement IHR 2005 effectively. The WHO 
is only one among many players in fighting for global 
health. Understanding what it can or cannot do and, more 
importantly, identifying the key cause of each outbreak 
may help us manage global health as a practical reality 
rather than an abstract concept.

Public Health Emergencies of International Concern 
and Pandemics

One recent controversy is whether the DG should have 
declared COVID-19 a pandemic earlier than 11 March 
2020. For the WHO, its DG, its senior staff and health 
professionals, the characterisation of the disease as a 
pandemic is merely a description of the event, not a legal 
obligation of the WHO. Bruce Aylward, senior adviser to 
the WHO DG, made the point bluntly at an early stage 
of the outbreak. At the WHO briefing on 25 February 
2020, he said: ‘you keep hearing the debate on TV and 
everywhere, which fascinates me, is this a pandemic or 
not? Folks, this is a rapidly escalating epidemic in different 
places that we have got to tackle superfast to prevent a 
pandemic.’ For some, such as Michael Ryan, Director 
of Emergencies, declaring an outbreak a pandemic is 
beyond the legal power delegated by member states 
to the WHO. The WHO is legally bound by IHR 2005 to 
call a meeting of the IHR Emergency Committee when a 
member state reported an outbreak.

WHO had already reacted. Within 24 hours of China 
notifying of a cluster of pneumonia with unknown causes, 
the WHO set up the Incident Management Support Team 
across three levels of the organisation (HQ, regional and 
country offices). Disease outbreak news was published 
and sent to all its member states on 5 January. How it 
should react is not just a timeline provided by the WHO, 
it reflects divisions of what the public expects the WHO to 
do during infectious disease outbreaks and what authority 
their governments have given the WHO.
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On 22 January 2020, the DG convened the Emergency 
Committee. In the WHO briefing, Dr Didier Houssin, a 
French national who chaired the Emergency Committee, 
told the media that ‘the Committee members could not 
reach an agreed recommendation to the DG after listening 
to the report from China, reports about the situation in 
Japan, in Thailand, and in Korea, and analysis from the 
WHO secretariat staff.’ They nonetheless ‘formulated a 
series of recommendations concerning the improvement 
of containment and mitigation measures which are already 
important in China, and about the measures that should 
be taken by member states.’ They had been told what 
the WHO was doing, ‘Our team is on the ground in China 
as we speak, working with local experts and officials 
to investigate the outbreak and get more information,’ 
reported the WHO DG (WHO 22/01/2020). Dr Mike Ryan 
added a loud and clear warning:

In the face of this evolving epidemic, WHO has 
been on full activation of our incident management 
system since the last day of 2019, across the 
three levels of our organisation. The primary 
issue is to limit human-to-human transmission, to 
reduce secondary infections, especially amongst 
close contact and particularly in healthcare 
environments. We need to prevent transmission 
through amplification events and super-spreading 
events, and obviously prevent further international 
spread.

After the committee members split, the DG asked the 
committee to meet the following day. Members at the 
Committee still did not reach an agreement and the DG 
asked them to meet again in 10 days. At this stage, the DG 
decided not to declare the coronavirus outbreak a PHEIC 
because 571 out of 581 reported cases were still in Hubei 
province, but he warned the international community, 
‘Make no mistake. This is an emergency in China, but 
it has not yet become a global health emergency. It 
may yet become one’ (WHO 23/01/2020). From 23 
January onward, the WHO held a daily briefing, reporting 
developments, providing technical guidelines and advice 
to all member states. One consistent message was early 
detection, identification, isolation and treatment. The 
WHO team leading the effort may be small, but they are 
the experts who had been involved in all major pandemic 
outbreaks in the past three decades, from polio, yellow 
fever, cholera, SARS, Zika, MERS to Ebola. Their advice 
was taken seriously by a few governments in East Asia 
that had learnt from the SARS outbreaks. Taiwan, Hong 
Kong and Singapore had started their travel restrictions, 
case identification, isolation and preparedness soon after 
their officials were invited to Wuhan in late December 
2019. Outside the region, life went on as normal. After 
the first patient was identified in the US, President Trump 

responded to CNBC on 22 January: ‘we have it totally 
under control… it’s going to be just fine.’ President Trump 
was not alone; most governments took no actions.

On 30 January the Emergency Committee met again. 
The DG accepted its recommendation and declared 
the novel coronavirus outbreak (2019-nCov) a public 
health emergency of international concern – the highest 
level of emergency alert available under IHR 2005. At 
the time, there were 82 confirmed cases and no deaths 
outside China. Before and after 30 January, the WHO 
repeatedly sent out alerts and warned countries to ‘take 
actions and be ready for any cases that come from 
the epicentre’ (29/01/2020). Some governments took 
the warning seriously and acted early; others ignored 
the advice. Even after the widely broadcast outbreak 
of COVID-19 on the Diamond Princess on 4 February 
off the coast of Japan, many cruise ships started their 
journeys without proper disinfection. In a Congressional 
hearing on 27 February, four weeks after the declaration 
of PHEIC, the director of Centres for Disease Control 
and Prevention in Atlanta (CDC) told politicians that ‘It’s 
important to note that this virus is not spreading within 
American communities at this time [and] the immediate 
risk to most Americans is low, at this point’ (Redfield 2020). 
Even after the term of pandemic was used on 11 March 
and despite the WHO’s warning against ‘amplification 
events and super-spreading events,’ ministers in some 
countries continued to encourage their citizens to go to 
football games, horse racing or large religious gatherings 
(Barnes et al. 2020; Grey and MacAskill, 2020). This is in 
part because governments made different calculations – 
health or economy; life or livelihood. It is in part the nature 
of governing. That is, at any given day, governments, 
wherever they may be, face multiple problems and urgent 
matters that demanded immediate attention: in the US, 
the impeachment of President Trump did not end until 5 
February; in Australia, raging bushfire was not contained 
until 13 January; Britain officially exited EU on 31 January.

It is the responsibility of the WHO to warn countries about 
disease outbreaks and provide technical advice for their 
prevention. The WHO does not have authority or power 
to ‘order’ countries to take actions as states do not cede 
their sovereignty to IOs. ‘The WHO is not NATO; the WHO 
is not the Security Council,’ some commented (Buranyi 
2020). Mike Ryan echoed: ‘The only power we have at 
the WHO is persuasion.’ In hindsight, some say, declaring 
the outbreak of COVID-19 a ‘pandemic’ probably meant 
more to countries than experts at the WHO thought (Cliff 
2020). Hindsight is always ‘a cheap form of wisdom.’ 
Technical advice is always subject to political contestation. 
Politicians may or may not accept medical advice from the 
WHO in dealing with COVID-19; yet they have medical 
experts standing right next to them to provide legitimacy 
when they announce their decisions. Anthony Fauci and 
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Deborah Birx in the US, Chris Whitty in UK, Teresa Tam 
in Canada and Brendan Murphy in Australia suddenly 
became household names. They, like the WHO, can be 
frustrated as their advice is often not heeded.

The contrast in the actions taken by governments is stark: 
Asian countries were affected some 5-6 weeks before the 
virus became a problem in Europe. Their fatality rates 
per million people was a fraction of that in Europe. One 
cannot help but ask why in some countries the figure 
is in single digits, while in others triple digits when they 
received the same advice and technical guidelines from 
the WHO? Some argue their existing health system makes 
a difference (Maiziand and Felter, 2020; Sell and Williams 
2020). Others think the warmer weather in countries, such 
as Singapore and Vietnam, kept fatality rates low. Yet, 

dramatic differences can be seen among countries with 
similar temperature patterns, population density, political 
culture. Different policies seem to be the single most 
important factor and governments have the sole authority 
to make policies on behalf of their population. The WHO 
can advise, alert, and provide technical guidelines and 
technical assistance; the WHO does not have the authority 
to force any government to do anything. That decision 
belongs to member states (see Table 1 for variations in 
deaths per million).

Coordinating Scientists and Research

The political authority of the WHO may be limited. As 
a global technical health organisation, the WHO has a 
body of dedicated professionals, specialised in a wide 
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range of health issues. It coordinates and facilitates the 
collaboration of large operational and technical networks 
of scientists and partners; supports its response to 
numerous health emergencies and implements initiatives 
for better preparedness, prevention, and detection of 
infectious diseases. The Global Outbreak Alert and 
Response Network (GOARN), formed 20 years ago, is 
a network of over 350 institutions that responds to acute 
public health events, with the deployment of staff and 
resources to affected countries. GOARN is coordinated 
by an operational support team at the WHO and led by 
Dr Michael Ryan; he explained the initiative:

No one institution in the world has all of the capacity 
to deal with epidemics, that we were stronger 
together and we could find solutions together. 
GOARN was set up on 12 guiding principles, 
has never had a bureaucracy, a theocracy, a 
constitution or law to underpin it. What it has had 
is a tribe of committed, very different organisations; 
our colleagues at CDC in Atlanta, our colleagues at 
MSF (Medecins sans Frontieres), our colleagues 
at UNICEF, our colleagues in small and large 
scientific institutions; the Robert Koch Institute; 
Singapore, Korea, China; so many institutions 
from around the world with one thing in mind; to 
come together to serve humanity, to serve those 
communities who are facing the terror of epidemics 
(WHO 29/04/2020).

As COVID-19 developed fast, these broad networks 
coordinated by the WHO have played a key role in 
identifying the virus, exchanging clinical information and 
diagnostic issues and developing test kits, vaccines 
and treatments. On January 9, 2020, 10 days after 
identifying the existence of the problem, the Chinese 
health authorities and the WHO announced the discovery 
of a novel coronavirus, known as 2019-nCoV, which was 
confirmed as the agent responsible for the pneumonia 
cases. Over the weekend of 11-12 January, the scientists 
in China identified the full sequence of the coronavirus 
genome, detected in samples taken from the first patients, 
and shared the sample of the genome with scientists 
around the world via the WHO (CIDRAP 11/01/2020; 
Lancet 24/01/2020; Science News 31/01/2020). There 
are accounts that there was frustration within WHO that it 
might have been released quicker, but only by a few days. 
The initial viral genome formed the basis for coronavirus 
tests worldwide and some of today’s promising clinical 
trials can trace their origins to early Chinese research 
on disease.

Most of the scientific research is multinational. For 
instance, the Centre of Vaccine Research at the University 
of Pittsburgh ‘is collaborating with the Pasteur Institute in 

Paris and the Austrian drug company Themis Bioscience. 
The consortium has received funding from the Coalition 
for Epidemic Preparedness Innovation, a Norway-based 
organization financed by the Bill and Melinda Gates 
Foundation and a group of governments, and is in talks 
with the Serum Institute of India, one of the largest vaccine 
manufacturers in the world’ (Apuzzo and Kirkpatrick 
2020). Its director, Dr Paul Duprex, said now they were 
able to share findings with scientists around the world 
on a WHO conference call within two hours. ‘It is pretty 
cool, right,’ he tweeted. ‘You cut the crap, and you get to 
be part of a global '.

Other scientists agree. On 22 January, a ‘Wuhan 
Clan’ was created at the Wisconsin National Primary 
Research Centre to share information among scientists 
and to coordinate research and make sure results are 
comparable. ‘This is a very different experience from the 
outbreaks that I have been part of,’ said Marc Lipstich of 
Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Health (Kupferschmidt 
2020). Most of these researches include collaboration not 
only in different countries but also across fields. Scientists 
at Wuhan Institute of Virology have been working with 
scientists at EcoHealth Alliance funded partially by the 
National Institute of Health (until the president ordered 
they withdrew financial support) and USAid, with scientists 
at University of Sydney. Dr. Francesco Perroneat of 
Massachusetts General Hospital is part of a team of 
Harvard doctors testing the effectiveness of inhaled nitric 
oxide on coronavirus patients; the research is being 
carried out in conjunction with Xijing Hospital in China 
and two hospitals in northern Italy. Harvard Medical 
School joined its T.H. Chan School of Public Health with 
Guangzhou Institute of Respiratory Disease, funded by 
one of the largest financial institutions in China.

Health has become global health when many scientists 
forgo their publications and work together in sharing 
data, observations, experience and research findings 
(both successes and failures) across borders in order 
to halt the diseases and save lives, Indeed, when large 
countries cooperate via IOs, all benefit. After SARS hit 
China, the US CDC sent 40 experts under the auspice 
of the WHO, helping their Chinese colleagues create 
records, contact trace, ensure proper isolation. This was 
successful with SARS being primarily contained in Asia; 
only 27 Americans were infected, and none died (Mason 
2016). The collaboration between the CDCs in China 
and the US on epidemic controls continued for HIV/AIDS 
(2003-18), avian flu (2005), swine flu (2009), H7N9 (2013) 
and Ebola (2014). In the past 15 years, at its peak, the US 
CDC had 47 scientists working in the same building at the 
China CDC in Beijing. After budget cuts in 2019, the US 
CDC closed all its offices there, and moved the remaining 
three to the American embassy (Beinart 2020; Bouey 
2020). In February Fauci’s call to increase the presence 
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of the US CDC was simply rejected by the White House 
(Klain 2020). The US lost its direct access to information 
in China, and the world lost this valuable collaboration.

Politicising the WHO for domestic purposes

The WHO is an easy target for politicising a health 
crisis; the world needs multilateral institutions more than 
ever. It needs their expertise, professionalism and more 
importantly, their push for cooperation and collaboration. 
While the leadership of IOs is always limited, people 
working at IOs by and large are committed to collective 
interests and common goals. They are the butt of 
criticism not just because, as some argue, the WHO 
staff ‘are disease experts and ill-equipped to deal with 
the intricacies of global diplomacy that allows the WHO 
to be pushed around by its member states’ (Kickbusch 
2020). Rather, politicians in member states politicise 
health crises for their short-term political gains. IOs are 
created to pursue common interests, rather than those 
of any individual states, but the latter can seldom agree 
what common interests are.

The evidence is not difficult to find: while shipments of 
medical equipment – from surgical masks to ventilators 
– were hijacked from countries such as Canada, Brazil, 
France, Germany and India to the United States, the WHO 
coordinated donations of test kits and PPEs from member 
states and philanthropists to the poor countries from early 
February (BBC 4 April 2020; Willsher et al. 2020). While 
the G7 failed to adopt a communique to ensure that no one 
country would monopolise new vaccines for COVID-2019, 
the WHO initiated the Solidarity Trial to speed up the 
process of developing vaccines and treatment. The 
program would enrol patients in one single randomised 
trial to facilitate the worldwide comparison of unproven 
treatments. In less than three weeks, scientists in over 90 
countries participated; working together to find effective 
therapeutics via a trial that was estimated to reduce the 
time needed to devise a treatment by 80%. ‘There is 
only one way the world can exit this pandemic – and that 
is through science,’ argued Dr Jeremy Farrar, Chair of 
the WHO R&D Blueprint Scientific Advisory Group. ‘The 
WHO’s Solidarity trial will provide this by testing existing 
and new drugs to treat COVID-19 and ensure equitable 
access to any drugs that prove effective.’

On 24 April, world leaders, with an obvious absence of the 
United States, endorsed the initiative led by the WHO and 
its partners of the Access to COVID-19 Tools Accelerator 
or the ACT Accelerator. ‘This is a landmark collaboration 
to accelerate the development, production and equitable 
distribution of vaccines, diagnostics and therapeutics 
for COVID-19. Our shared commitment is to ensure all 
people have access to all the tools to defeat COVID-19,’ 
stated the DG. Ursula Von Der Leyen, President of the 

EU, promised, ‘This vaccine will be our universal common 
good and I want to invite everyone – governments, 
business leaders, philanthropists, artists and citizens – to 
raise awareness about the pledging effort and to help us 
create a united front against coronavirus. The European 
Union will spare no effort to help the world come together 
against coronavirus because united we will make history 
with a global response to the global pandemic’ (WHO 
24/04/2020). Five days after President Trump announced 
that the United States would halt its funding to the WHO, 
the WHO partnered with Global Citizens, musicians, 
celebrities and philanthropists and held a marathon 
concerts from home and raised $128 million. The same 
day Trump announced that the US would terminate its 
funding to the WHO, Costa Rica and the WHO launched 
a voluntary project to share intellectual property, scientific 
data, and know-how to fight the coronavirus pandemic – 
the COVID-19 Technology Access Pool.

When the WHO DG warned politicians to work together 
and ‘quarantine politicising COVID-19 to save lives,’ his 
advice was not only ignored but also triggered escalating 
attacks on him as well as the WHO. His warning was 
defended by the former White House Ebola Response 
Coordinator, Ronald A Klain, as early as on 5 February 
at the House Committee on Foreign Affairs:

I am an outspoken political partisan – this is well 
known. But we need to put partisanship and politics 
aside; the coronavirus will not ask any person’s 
partisan affiliation before infecting them. There is 
no Democratic or Republican approach to fighting 
infectious diseases; only sound and unsound 
measures (2020).

Politicisation of COVID-19 and attacking the WHO 
are particularly bad in the US, as political strategists 
there made it an election issue. In March 2020, the 
National Republican Senatorial Committee (NRSC) for 
the GOP campaigns adopted a strategy document for 
the candidates running for the November elections. 
The strategy lists four targets: China, WHO, political 
correctness and Democrats soft on China. It specifically 
lists three ‘crimes’ of the WHO:

• The WHO aided and abetted the Chinese hit-and-
run and advanced their cover up of the facts – they 
acted as the handmaiden of the Chinese Communist 
Party. China had campaigned for Tedros, the current 
director, and he owed them a favour.

• The WHO found out about the virus on December 30 
and had a broad knowledge of the Chinese history 
of covering up infectious diseases, but it took them 
until March 11 – two and a half months later – to 
declare the disease a pandemic.



58       Social Alternatives Vol. 39 No. 2, 2020

• The WHO repeated the greatest hits of Chinese 
propaganda over and over, including amplifying 
lies like: the Chinese have the virus under control 
while it was ripping through Wuhan; the Chinese are 
being transparent – mounting a model response – 
while they were arresting and repressing doctors 
and whistle blowers; and, they were validating 
outrageous claims about the numbers of cases and 
deaths, despite China’s long history of lying about 
outbreaks (NRSC 2020).

Not only are all three wrong and/or misleading; they have 
little to do with what the WHO might have or have not done, 
but everything to do with ‘the ongoing geopolitical wrangle 
between the US and China, and about diverting attention 
from US failings in its own response to coronavirus in the 
run-up to the US presidential election’ (Cliff 2020). Instead 
of helping the US or any country deal with the pandemic, 
the document attacks the WHO for doing what it is good 
at, managing global health crisis.

Conclusions

Whether countries take the advice of the WHO seriously 
and whether politicians decide to politicise pandemics 
makes a difference in terms of lives and deaths, as the 
DG had warned. The evidence shows (a) IOs can and do 
coordinate actions, whether about health, trade, climate 
change or financial stability; (b) IOs remain by and 
large ‘member driven’ organisations in the sense that if 
member states do not want to delegate their authority to 
IOs, it is very difficult for IOs to push the boundaries; (c) 
government is ultimately responsible for the wellbeing of 
its citizens, and all politics is local.

Plenty of people need to take responsibility for the 
COVID-19 – from the poor who tried to make a living from 
selling and trading wild animals, to the central, provincial 
and local governments that did not diligently regulate such 
commerce in China, and to governments elsewhere that 
did heed precautionary warning and take preparedness 
seriously. The WHO this time around is not responsible for, 
and should not be blamed for, the spread of coronavirus. 
It sent out plenty of warnings from early January onward 
if governments wanted to listen.

The normative and operational authority of the WHO 
in managing infectious diseases always depends on 
the willingness of member states to cooperate. Richard 
Horton, editor of the influential medical journal the Lancet, 
warned: ‘The WHO has been drained of power and 
resources and its coordinating authority and capacity 
are weak. Its ability to direct an international response 
to a life-threatening epidemic is non-existent’ (cited 
in Buranyi 2020). This is not new. But it is not just a 
matter of resources. IOs have always been subject to 

the willingness of member states to ‘surrender’ some of 
their autonomy and to cooperate. When they decline to 
do so, when they will not collaborate through multilateral 
organisations, the consequences are self-evident.
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Timeline - COVID-19:
Events from the first identified case to 15 April

tImeLIne For CovId-19

Xu yI-Chong

8 December 2019

First known case.1

26 December

First family-cluster of 3 cases was reported to Wuhan 
Municipal Health Commission.2

30 December

Wuhan Municipal Health Commission reports pneumonia 
with unknown cases to National Health Commission 
(NHC) and China Centre for Disease Control and 
Prevention (China- CDC).

31 December

China reports a cluster of cases of pneumonia in Wuhan, 
Hubei Province.

WHO epidemic intelligence system picks up a report 
about a cluster of cases of pneumonia of unknown 
cause in Wuhan, China, from the website of the Wuhan 
Health Authority and through WHO country office with 
the Government authorities in China.3

1 January 2020

WHO sets up the IMST (Incident Management Support 
Team) across the three levels of the organisation: 
headquarters, regional headquarters and country level, 
putting the organization on an emergency footing for 
dealing with the outbreak.

2 January

WHO informs the Global Outbreak Alert and Response 
Network (GOARN), that includes more than 260 
institutions in more than 70 countries.

3 January

China informs WHO under International Health 
Regulation (IHR) 2005 and also informs CDC in US, 
Hong Kong, Taiwan and Singapore, which in turn alert all 
hospitals in the US, Hong Kong, Singapore and Taiwan.

5 January

China-CDC excludes SARS, MERS and Avian Influenza 
as the cause for the new coronavirus.

WHO publishes its first Disease Outbreak News on the 
new virus and gives its first warning to the international 
community

10 January

WHO issues a comprehensive package of technical 
guidance and travel advice to all countries and 
procedures on how to detect, test and manage potential 
cases, based on what was known about the virus at the 
time.

WHO advises against the application of any travel or trade 
restrictions on China based on the information currently 
available on this event; yet advises self-reporting and 
precautionary measures should be adopted.

WHO convenes its strategic and technical advisory group 
on infectious hazards

11 January

China publicly shares genetic sequence of COVID-19.

13 January

First 2019-Cov-19 test kit developed.

Officials confirm a case of Covid-19 in Thailand, the first 
recorded case outside of China.  

13-14 January

A team of experts from Beijing, Taiwan, Hong Kong and 
Hubei visits Wuhan.

14 January

WHO’s technical lead for COVID-19, Dr Maria Van 
Kerkhove tells a press briefing that there may have 
been limited human-to-human transmission of the 
coronavirus (in the 41 confirmed cases), mainly through 
family members, and that there was a risk of a possible 
wider outbreak. She also says that human-to-human 
transmission would not be surprising given their 
experience with SARS, MERS and other respiratory 
pathogens.

16-17 January

Another team of experts from Beijing, Hong Kong and 
Singapore visits Wuhan.
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20-21 January 

WHO experts from its China and Western Pacific regional 
offices conduct a brief field visit to Wuhan.

22 January

WHO mission to China issues a statement that there is 
evidence of human-to-human transmission in Wuhan 
but more investigation was needed to understand the 
full extent of transmission.

First case in the United States with Trump responding 
to CNBC: ‘we have it totally under control … it’s going 
to be just fine’.

22-23 January

The WHO Director General convenes an Emergency 
Committee (EC) under IHR 2005 to assess whether 
the outbreak constitutes a public health emergency of 
international concern (PHEIC). The 15 independent 
members from around the world could not reach a 
consensus based on the evidence available at the 
time. They asked to be reconvened within 10 days after 
receiving more information.

WHO Director-General Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus 
says in a statement that it is too early to declare the 
coronavirus outbreak a PHEIC, yet, ‘Make no mistake. 
This is an emergency in China, but it has not yet become 
a global health emergency. It may yet become one’.

23 January

10:00am Lockdown in Wuhan

24 January

Lockdown of another 15 cities in Hubei

28 January 2020

A senior WHO delegation led by the DG, with Mike Ryan 
as Director of Emergencies, travel to Beijing to meet 
China’s leaders, learn more about China’s response, 
and offer technical assistance.

While in Beijing, DG agrees with Chinese government 
leaders that an international team of leading scientists 
would travel to China on a mission to better understand 
the context, the overall response, and exchange 
information and experience.

29 January

Dr. Mike Ryan, head of the WHO’s Health Emergencies 
Programme, says, ‘The whole world needs to be on 
alert now. The whole world needs to take action and 
be ready for any cases that come from the epicentre or 
other epicentres that become established’.

President Trump announces the formation of the 
President’s Task Force on the Novel Coronavirus, 

which is chaired by the Secretary for Health and Human 
Services and coordinated through the National Security 
Council.4 

30 January

The WHO Director-General reconvenes another 
Emergency Committee, that reaches consensus and 
advises the DG that the outbreak constitutes a Public 
Health Emergency of International Concern (PHEIC). 
The DG accepts the recommendation and declares the 
novel coronavirus outbreak (2019-nCoV) a PHEIC. This 
is the 6th time WHO has declared a PHEIC since the 
IHR 2005 came into force in 2007.

WHO’s situation report of 30 January reports 7818 total 
confirmed cases worldwide, with only 82 cases reported 
in 18 countries outside China.

WHO gives a risk assessment of ‘very high’ for China, 
and ‘high’ at the global level.

3 February

WHO releases its Strategic Preparedness and Response 
Plan to the international community to help protect states 
with weaker health systems.

4 February

President Trump says ‘We are coordinating with the 
Chinese government and working closely together on 
the coronavirus outbreak in China. My administration 
will take all necessary steps to safeguard our citizens 
from this threat’.

5 February

US House Committee on Foreign Affairs, hearing on 
‘The Wuhan Coronavirus: Assessing the Outbreak, the 
Response, and Regional Implications’.

10 February

At a campaign rally in Manchester, N.H., Trump says: 
‘Looks like by April, you know, in theory, when it gets a 
little warmer, it miraculously goes away. I hope that's true. 
But we're doing great in our country. China, I spoke with 
President Xi, and they’re working very, very hard. And I 
think it’s going to all work out fine’.

11-12 February

WHO convenes a Research and Innovation Forum on 
COVID-19, attended by more than 400 experts and 
funders from around the world.

At a WHO briefing, DG urges world leaders to give 
priority to containing the virus: ‘To be honest, a virus is 
more powerful in creating political, economic and social 
upheaval than any terrorist attack. A virus can have 
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more powerful consequences than any terrorist action, 
and that’s true. If the world doesn’t want to wake up and 
consider this enemy virus as Public Enemy Number 1, 
I don’t think we will learn our lessons’.

16-24 February

The WHO-China Joint mission, which includes experts 
from Canada, Germany, Japan, Nigeria, Republic of 
Korea, Russia, Singapore and the US (CDC, NIH) 
spends time in Beijing and also travels to Wuhan and two 
other cities. They speak with health officials, scientists 
and health workers The report of the joint mission can 
be found here: https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/
coronaviruse/who-china-joint-mission-on-covid-19-final-
report.pdf

24 February 

In a tweet, Trump writes, ‘The Coronavirus is very 
much under control in the USA. We are in contact with 
everyone and all relevant countries. CDC & World Health 
have been working hard and very smart. Stock Market 
starting to look very good to me!’

25 February

Bruce Aylward, team leader for the WHO-China joint 
mission, addresses a press conference: ‘Folks, this is 
rapidly epidemic in different places that we’ve got to 
tackle super-fast to prevent a pandemic’.

27 February

The Director of US CDC tells House Committee that, with 
the majority of cases still centred in Hubei Province, the 
immediate risk to most Americans is low.

28 February 

The WHO raises the global risk of the coronavirus from 
‘high’ to ‘very high’.

10 March

In a meeting with Republican senators at the US Capitol, 
Trump says, ‘This was unexpected ... And it hit the world. 
And we’re prepared, and we're doing a great job with 
it. And it will go away. Just stay calm. It will go away’.

11 March

Deeply concerned both by the alarming levels of spread 
and severity, and by the alarming levels of inaction, 
WHO makes the assessment that COVID-19 can be 
characterised as a pandemic.

Trump says in an Oval Office address: ‘[For] The vast 
majority of Americans, the risk is very, very low’.

13 March

Covid-19 Solidarity Response Fund is launched to 
receive donations from private individuals, corporations 
and institutions. 

16 March

WHO DG: ‘You cannot fight a fire blindfolded. And we 
cannot stop this pandemic if we don’t know who is 
infected’. ‘We have a simple message for all countries: 
test, test, test. Test every suspected case’.

At a press briefing, Trump issues orders to control the 
spread of the virus in the US: ‘My administration is 
recommending that all Americans, including the young 
and healthy, work to engage in schooling from home 
when possible. Avoid gathering in groups of more than 
10 people. Avoid discretionary travel. And avoid eating 
and drinking at bars, restaurants and public food courts. 
If everyone makes this change or these critical changes 
and sacrifices now, we will rally together as one nation 
and we will defeat the virus. And we're going to have a big 
celebration all together. With several weeks of focused 
action, we can turn the corner and turn it quickly’.

17 March

Trump told reporters: ‘This is a pandemic ... I felt it was 
a pandemic long before it was called a pandemic’.

18 March

WHO and partners launch the Solidarity Trial, an 
international clinical trial that aims to generate robust 
data from around the world to find the most effective 
treatments for COVID-19.

21 March

Trump tweets about potential coronavirus treatments: 
‘HYDROXYCHLOROQUINE & AZITHROMYCIN, taken 
together, have a real chance to be one of the biggest 
game changers in the history of medicine. The FDA 
has moved mountains - Thank You! Hopefully they will 
BOTH (H works better with A, International Journal of 
Antimicrobial Agents)...’

23 March

In a WHO briefing, Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus says, 
‘Using untested medicines without the right evidence 
could raise false hope and even do more harm than 
good’.

He also says that the ‘pandemic is accelerating ... It took 
67 days from the first reported case to reach the first 
100,000 cases, 11 days for the second 100,000 cases 
and just four days for the third 100,000 cases’.

24 March 

Trump says: ‘Easter is a very special day for me. And I 
see it sort of in that timeline that I'm thinking about. And I 
say, wouldn’t it be great to have all of the churches full?’

26 March

‘We are at war with a virus that threatens to tear us apart,’ 
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says WHO DG to world leaders in a special virtual summit 
on the COVID-19 pandemic.

6 April 

Dr. Mike Ryan, head of the WHO’s Health Emergencies 
Programme, says you can’t lift a lockdown all at once. 
‘You need to say, “We will stop doing this element of 
the shutdown, and then we will wait, and we will look at 
the data. If that works, we go to the next stage and the 
next stage.” So, a careful, calibrated stepwise exit from 
lockdown’.

7 April

Trump criticises the WHO for mishandling the pandemic. 
‘The WHO really blew it. For some reason, funded largely 
by the United States, yet very China-centric. We will 
be giving that a good look. Fortunately, I rejected their 
advice on keeping our borders open to China early on. 
Why did they give us such a faulty recommendation?’

8 April

‘Please don't politicize this virus', WHO DG says in a 
briefing in Geneva after he was asked about Trump’s 
remarks the day before. He later urged political leaders 
to ‘please quarantine politicizing COVID’.

14 April

‘Today I am instructing my administration to halt funding 
of the World Health Organization while a review is 
conducted to assess the World Health Organization’s 
role in severely mismanaging and covering up the 
spread of the coronavirus’, Trump says in a briefing at 
the White House.

15 April

‘We regret the decision of the president of the United 
States to order a halt in funding to the World Health 
Organization,’ says WHO DG at a news conference. 

Responding to the US accusations, Ryan of the WHO 
says, ‘In the first weeks of January, the WHO was very, 
very clear’.

‘We alerted the world on January the 5th,’ Ryan says. 
‘Systems around the world, including the U.S., began to 
activate their incident management systems on January 
the 6th. And through the next number of weeks, we've 
produced multiple updates to countries, including briefing 
multiple governments, multiple scientists around the 
world, on the developing situation – and that is what it 
was, a developing situation’.

In an interview with NPR that will air on April 16, the US 
ambassador to the United Nations, Kelly Craft, states: 
‘[The World Health Organization] was not accurate. Had 
it been accurate, it would have slowed the virus and 
saved thousands of lives.’

18-19 May 

Virtual World Health Assembly

19 May 2020

World Health Assembly Resolution (A73.1): COVID-19 
Response: Co-sponsored by more than 130 countries

2. ACKNOWLEDGES the key leadership role of WHO 
and the fundamental role of the United Nations system 
in catalysing and coordinating the comprehensive global 
response to the COVID-19 pandemic, and the central 
efforts of Member States therein;

7. CALLS ON Member States, in the context of the 
COVID-19 pandemic:

(10) to provide WHO with timely, accurate and 
sufficiently detailed public health information related 
to the COVID-19 pandemic, as required by the 
International Health Regulations (2005);

9. REQUESTS the Director-General:

(10) to initiate, at the earliest appropriate moment, 
and in consultation with Member States, a stepwise 
process of impartial, independent and comprehensive 
evaluation, including using existing mechanisms, as 
appropriate, to review experience gained and lessons 
learned from the WHO-coordinated international 
health response to COVID-19 – including (i) the 
effectiveness of the mechanisms at WHO’s disposal; 
(ii) the functioning of the International Health 
Regulations (2005) and the status of implementation 
of the relevant recommendations of previous IHR 
Review Committees; (iii) WHO’s contribution to 
United Nations-wide efforts; and (iv) the actions of 
WHO and their timelines pertaining to the COVID-19 
pandemic – and to make recommendations to 
improve capacity for global pandemic prevention, 
preparedness, and response, including through 
strengthening, as appropriate, the WHO Health 
Emergencies Programme.
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Covid-19 and Regional Health: We’re all
in this together?

themed artICLe

sue CharLton

The rapid spread of the coronavirus commencing in Wuhan in December 2019 led to it being 
declared a pandemic in March 2020. Mortality rates were high. Reactions to the spread and 
control of the disease varied between countries. This article examines the history of control of 
previous epidemics and pandemics and explores the effect of globalisation on the spread of the 
current pandemic. It considers the impact of COVID-19 on Australia, the Federal Government’s 
control measures and the differences in impact and reaction between the states and the impact 
on universities and students. It examines the urban/regional divide with particular emphasis on 
South Australia. The effect on regional health workforces, on locum services and international 
medical graduates is discussed. Social distancing and isolation are considered including their 
effect on families, communities, business and wellbeing. The advantages and problems of the 
increasing use of telehealth and digital support are considered as is the potential long-term 
regional effect from this pandemic.

KEY WORDS: COVID-19, regional health, social change, telehealth, globalisation

A global disease has encircled the world, bringing 
cities to a standstill and claiming the lives of more 

than 475,000 people by 24 June 2020. First reported 
in December 2019 in Wuhan, China, the serious acute 
respiratory virus to be designated COVID-19 spread 
rapidly across the world. On 30 January 2020, the World 
Health Organisation (WHO) declared it a Public Health 
Emergency of International Concern. On 11 March 2020, 
it was given ‘pandemic’ status (WHO 2020a). There was, 
and remains, no existing immunity in the population 
and no specific medication or vaccination available 
for treatment. In past eras, there have been other 
epidemics with crippling and fatal diseases threatening 
the population. The management and treatment of 
earlier pandemics provides insight and warnings for the 
management of this current pandemic.

Management of Previous Epidemics and Pandemics

In his book Two Million South Australians (1984), 
Woodruff, the former  Director General of Public 
Health, in South Australia, described the passage of 
the State through several epidemics. When the book 
was written the population of South Australia was 1.25 
million people.The population today is 1.677 million 
and we are again experiencing a shocking world crisis 
as the coronavirus spreads across countries. Woodruff 
examines the impact of several worldwide epidemic 
illnesses, such as diphtheria, tuberculosis, polio and 
influenza. He describes the policies instigated to limit 

their spread and to control the isolation of those afflicted 
with these diseases. He also outlined the development 
of vaccination programmes and compulsory testing.

Tuberculosis

A  national campaign was instituted to eradicate 
tuberculosis in Australia in 1970 which replaced 
the voluntary state programs (Cousins and Roberts 
2001). This involved compulsory chest X-rays and 
Mantoux testing to identify those who either had the 
disease, or who had developed some immunity to it 
through exposure to the bacillus. Those affected were 
compulsorily isolated and treated in sanitaria until cured. 
Those who had no immunity were vaccinated against the 
disease. This testing and vaccination programme was 
carried out through schools and workplaces, with most 
of the population within Australia eventually vaccinated. 
Reports from the National Health and Medical Research 
Council (NHMRC) stated that the death rate from 
tuberculosis during the twentieth century had dropped 
from 105.5/100,000 in 1970 to 0.3/100,000 in 2000 
(Australian Government). For many years Australia was 
free of the disease, but gradually over the last decade, 
we have seen a rise in tuberculosis numbers, another 
effect of our more mobile lifestyle.

Poliomyelitis

Another contagious disease which created havoc was 
poliomyelitis – a disease which affected children more 
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than adults. It spread slowly at first, but reached epidemic 
proportions in South Australia in the late 1930s and into 
1940. Woodruff notes that:

There was no clear plan of action for dealing with 
it. The responsible organism was known to be a 
virus, but it had not then been isolated or grown 
in the laboratory, the circumstances favouring its 
spread were largely unknown and there was no 
therapeutic substance to which it was susceptible 
(1984: 82-83).

These words are remarkably pertinent to conditions 
prevailing in the present coronavirus pandemic. In the 
polio epidemic, it became apparent that the spread came 
not only through the sufferers but also from seemingly 
well people in the community carrying and spreading the 
contagion. This knowledge led to the understanding that 
the traditional methods to  control the spread of infectious 
diseases were no longer enough. The WHO established 
a World Global Polio Eradication Initiative in 1988, 
relying on a public/private partnership for health with 
the assistance of Rotary International, leading to a 99% 
world reduction in the incidence of polio (WHO 2020b). 
The disease is now generally confined to poorer and the 
most marginalised populations in several developing 
countries, notably in Pakistan, Afghanistan and Nigeria 
(Polio Global Eradication Initiative). During the Australian 
outbreak in the early 1950s, people were also conscious 
of quarantining those with communicable diseases such 
as measles, mumps and other childhood illnesses.

A second large epidemic outbreak of polio came in South 
Australia in the early 1950s. Many parents remembered 
the horror of the earlier epidemic and were immediately 
prepared to enforce isolation habits. Schools and group 
gatherings were closed immediately. By the time of this 
outbreak, the virus had been isolated and work was 
underway to produce a vaccine which could be given 
to all children.

Globalisation and Disease Control

There have been major social changes over the years 
since these epidemics. Perhaps the greatest change 
is the population movement between countries across 
the world, making it increasingly difficult to maintain 
sovereign regulations concerning healthcare.

Figures released by the Australian Bureau of Statistics 
(ABS 2018-19) regarding short-term visits to Australia 
show a steady increase from less than 1 million people 
in 1978 to 3.8 million in 2008-9 and 9.3 million ten 
years later. International migration has also increased 
rendering vaccination and disease control more difficult 
(The Lancet 2016).

The Current Pandemic

Unfortunately, the severity of the spread and extent of 
this disease was not initially understood and it began to 
appear in other countries. Italy was particularly impacted 
and quickly instituted a lockdown of areas affected 
(Vaughan 2020). A series of decrees culminated in 
the whole population being confined to home isolation 
irrespective of any known personal contact with anyone 
with the disease. However, this had little initial effect as 
lockdowns followed rather than preceded the spread 
and rules were not initially fully adhered to. Rapid 
spread of the disease has also been seen in countries 
where isolation was not quickly instigated. Countries 
such as Spain, the United Kingdom and United States 
of America have seen large daily death rates with need 
for the emergency opening of subsidiary intensive care 
facilities hampered by a shortage of ventilators and 
personal protective clothing.

As news of increasing infection and death rates and 
of lockdowns spread, panic grew across the world. 
People began over-purchasing household requirements 
particularly focusing on toilet paper, hand sanitiser and 
other cleaning materials. Later, people started panic 
buying food, fearing that these things would become 
unavailable in a shutdown.

Global Considerations

The virus’s spread was rapid in densely populated 
areas. Globally, the disease failed to respond to known 
forms of symptomatic treatment with many patients 
developing serious complications and large numbers 
requiring intensive and specialised medical care. In some 
countries and regions, people were unable to access 
the specialised treatment they required. Mortality rates 
varied across the world, impacted by the numbers tested, 
the age of populations, the quality of health systems 
and the extent to which they were overwhelmed. People 
over 70 years of age and those who were immuno-
compromised were considered most at risk of dying.   
Statistics from the Centre for Evidence Based Medicine 
state the Australian case-related fatality rate (CFR) to be 
1.33% with 6,746 known cases up to the end of March. 
At the same time, the CFR in France was 18.6% and in 
the US, 5.7% (Hendrie 2020).

Australia

The ability for speedy international movement of people 
exacerbated the rapid global spread of the disease, 
with air travel and cruise ships highlighted as prime 
causes.  In Australia, interstate and overseas travel 
was shut down. Each Australian State then imposed 
its own restrictions on entry, intra-state travel  and 
closure of public spaces and businesses. The Prime 
Minister and the Commonwealth Chief Health Officer 
and each State Premier, together with their own chief 
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health officers, made daily reports on case numbers 
and changes to regulations. Initial concern focused on 
reducing the numbers of people affected by the virus, 
but concern was also held for business continuity and 
access to household requirements for people in isolation 
within their homes. Business, sport and tourism were all 
severely impacted by the need for isolation. Child-care 
facilities remained open assisted by a federal subsidy. 
Schools were initially closed for all but children of 
emergency workers in most states.

Universities suffered severe financial consequences 
when they were required to close, providing lectures 
and tutorials online. International students were severely 
affected. Many were unable to return to study in Australia 
while those already in Australia, who normally supported 
their accommodation costs with part-time work, were left 
with no source of income. Financial losses for universities 
are high with fears of multiple staff retrenchments 
and course closures (Suha 2020). The social and 
economic consequences will require further analysis 
and management as control of this disease is gained.

Impact of COVID-19 on Australia and Australians

Tourists, both within and outside Australia were affected 
dramatically in the initial stages, as they were initially 
unable to return home due to airport closures and 
prohibitions on the entry of cruise ships. Within Australia, 
tourism and accommodation businesses have faced a 
devastating period firstly as they struggle to assist their 
clients stranded overseas or interstate, and then as they 
had to cope with the requirements of self-isolation and 
border closures on their businesses.

Like the polio epidemic of the 1930s,  SARS Covid-2 is 
a virus previously unknown to medical science. Health 
advice from the Australian Government describes the 
spread as similar to previous illnesses such as MERS 
and SARS Covid-1: rapid, and with a high number of 
fatalities. As yet there is no vaccine or treatment to arrest 
the virus. But it is clear that the virus spreads quickly from 
personal contact and by droplet infection. Authorities 
have issued strong advice on regular and thorough hand 
washing, avoiding personal contact and to being self-
contained when sneezing or coughing. Social distancing 
is an imperative. Cleaning and disinfecting of surfaces 
and clothing must be regularly carried out. Reports on 
the disease are readily available from the WHO and 
Australian Government websites with daily updates of 
advice and statistics (Australian Government, Department 
of Health 2020).

Initially, diagnostic testing on referral was commenced 
only for those who had been overseas or exhibited 
symptoms of coronavirus as demand quickly outstripped 

the availability of tests and results took several days. For 
those in regional areas, testing was more difficult with 
longer delays for results.

Regional Health: The case of South Australia

The Australian health system is funded through the 
budgets of Federal, State and Local Governments, with a 
joint health policy relying on maintaining private revenue 
from the insured population. This has historically led to 
debate and argument about responsibilities and has been 
managed through the Australian Healthcare Agreement 
between State and Commonwealth Governments.

The South Australian health system is centrally controlled 
by SA Health, comprising one central and ten regional 
local health networks reporting to the South Australian 
Health Department. Local health networks (LHNs)
are responsible for the performance, budget, clinical 
governance, safety and quality of services provided. There 
is an expectation that LHNs will work with primary health 
providers and health services in a collaborative approach 
for total health of communities.

As a regional paediatric physiotherapist living and working 
in the Limestone Coast region of South Australia for 
most of my working life, I have observed vast changes 
in the health system. Our regional hospital forty years 
ago, was a busy 400-hospital with intensive care and 
high dependency units combined with full obstetric, 
surgical and medical facilities. There was an accident 
and emergency department, a pathology and post-
mortem facility and a well-equipped radiology department. 
Nursing training was conducted there and provided a 
local tertiary study opportunity to many rural and regional 
young people.

Local general practitioners and specialists cared for the 
patients in the hospital and provided a fee-for-service 
availability to the accident and emergency department. 
But changes to funding, access and staffing created 
increasing divergence between the scope of services 
available and patient expectations. There was mounting 
concern that country people would be required to pay 
for services which could be accessed without fee in the 
metropolitan area.

Salaried medical officers commenced at our regional 
hospital in 2000 and the local resident general practitioners 
were advised that they could no longer admit or treat 
patients in the hospital. Regulations controlling the type 
and severity of conditions which could be locally managed 
have altered. Prior to these major changes there was on 
average, one medical evacuation per week; we now see 
more than fourteen each week, despite little change in 
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population numbers. We have no critical care unit and only 
a small high dependency unit. This was a matter of serious 
concern with a growing pandemic in a region which 
operated with a range of interstate border transfers. The 
impact of these changes to the regional health system in 
Country Health South Australia (CHSA) warrants deeper 
examination as we struggle to come to terms with the 
reaction to, and control of the spread of the coronavirus. 

Globalisation, and Regional Health

Within the health system, marked shortages in the rural 
medical, nursing and allied health workforce have been 
noted since 1980 (Struber 2004). Researchers have 
studied medical workforce distribution and training to 
determine contributions to shortages (McGrail and Russell 
2013). Another impact of globalisation has affected the 
medical workforce as the rapid increase in internet access 
and communication allows positions to be advertised, and 
interviews conducted worldwide, using digital media for 
communication. There has been a rapid increase in the 
number of international medical graduates (IMG) working 
within Australia, alleviating workforce shortages in rural 
and regional Australia. O’Sullivan et al. (2019) note that 
medical workforce shortages are greater in regional, rural 
and remote Australia than in urban areas. These figures 
are reported in the Medicine in Australia: Balancing 
Employment and Life (MABEL) research which show that 
workforce shortages in these areas, where 65% of our 
Indigenous population and 30% of the non-indigenous 
population live, are characterised by difficulties in 
recruitment and retention of health care workers. In 1970, 
16% of the workforce in large regional centres were IMGs 
while they comprised 11% of the workforce in smaller 
rural and remote areas. In the years 2005-2009 these 
numbers had increased to 59% of generalists and 60% 
of specialists in regional centres. During the same period 
in rural and remote areas these numbers had increased 
to 67% of GPs and 66% of specialists (O’Sullivan et al. 
2019). With international borders closed IMGs will not be 
available to work in regional Australia.

Rural and Regional Impact

The lockdown of social gatherings has disengaged people 
from communities. For those in regional Australia the 
threat of isolation is particularly great. Doubts have been 
expressed about the ability of the local regional health 
services to manage a substantial regional outbreak.  The 
atomisation observed in the regional health workforce over 
the last fifteen to twenty years, in conjunction with the 
increasing need for locum medical staff and the prevention 
of local general practitioners from using local hospitals has 
created a potentially dangerous situation in a pandemic 
which may see demand exceeding availability if patient 
numbers escalate.

There remain a small number of GP obstetricians who are 
contracted to provide maternity services, in collaboration 
with the resident specialist obstetrician, to maintain 
continuity of service. For maternity patients in this region, 
as in maternity units throughout Australia, restrictions due 
to COVID-19 are making things extremely difficult, with 
little ability to have an accompanying person, or for other 
siblings to meet the new family arrival.

The closing of State and international borders has made 
locum services unattainable, putting the staffing difficulties 
for regions under even greater pressure. The Local Health 
Network has expressed concern about this in their Board 
planning for management of COVID-19 (SA Health LCLHN 
minutes March 2020). For example, the Intensive Care 
Unit (ICU) within Mount Gambier and District regional 
hospital had been downgraded to a High Dependency 
Unit (HDU) and strict criteria exist for the evacuation of 
seriously ill people. Evacuations are arranged through 
the Royal Flying Doctor Service. Previously they provided 
emergency evacuations less than fifty times per year. 
However, as a result of the changing regulations, the 
Royal Flying Doctor Service now makes more than 700 
trips for retrieval of patients from the Limestone Coast 
Region to hospitals in Adelaide per year.

Furthermore, the local GP workforce is now no longer 
familiar with the layout of the hospital nor the procedural 
protocols which exist therein. How well equipped are 
we then as a community, to cope with a disaster of the 
proportions we have seen unfolding internationally, or even 
in the Eastern States of Australia? Contemporaneously, air 
services have been cut, making it impossible for visiting 
specialists and locums from within the State to come to 
the region. If de-skilling and downsizing is a problem in 
the largest regional centre in South Australia, how much 
greater is the problem in smaller regional centres?

COVID-19, Federal Complications and State 
Differences

The complications caused by the response to COVID-19 
to our three-tiered government system in Australia can be 
seen in the variations from State to State in regulation, 
behaviour, occurrence, testing and fatalities. There have 
been differences between States in closure of borders 
with total restriction in some States. Western Australia 
closed it borders completely, forbidding travel across the 
border in either direction and limiting it by region within 
the state. South Australia, Tasmania and Queensland 
restricted border crossing to essential travel for work or 
on compassionate grounds, issuing permits for those 
allowed to enter the State, and enforced isolation for a 14-
day period for those returning from interstate (Australian 
Interstate Quarantine).
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There was also a difference in access to schools seen 
across states. The Commonwealth Government wanted 
schools to remain open but most states did not agree. 
Victoria commenced school holidays early, from the last 
week of their first term at school and introduced home 
schooling for term two. NSW, Queensland, Victoria, 
Western Australia, the ACT and Tasmania introduced 
home schooling except for essential workers and 
vulnerable students (Karp 2020). South Australia and the 
Northern Territory maintained access to schools although 
some cautious parents made their own decisions to keep 
their children at home. Many people decided to maintain 
family isolation in an attempt to minimise the risk of 
contracting the disease. South Australia was quick to 
impose self-isolation with strict regulations about staying 
at home and the closure of shops and public facilities. 
As the numbers contracting the virus have lessened, the 
same cross-border variation can be observed in differing 
dates for phased removals of the lockdown regulations 
allowing returns to school, travel and work. There are 
State differences in operation of public spaces as well and 
in the phased opening of commercial premises.

Perhaps one of the most contentious of differences has 
been the access of families and friends to those in aged 
care facilities. Where school-aged children are recognised 
as being at low risk of contracting the coronavirus, the 
elderly population is considered high risk and this has led 
many aged-care facilities to completely close access to 
outsiders. However there have still been serious cases 
of spread of the disease in some of these facilities. 
Newmarch House in New South Wales is one such 
facility, reporting 19 deaths amid sad tales of families 
unable to be with their relatives at such a time (Thomas 
2020). Much stress has been caused to those who have 
been unable to visit close family, particularly where the 
cognitive capabilities of some residents has not permitted 
understanding of their loss of access.

Impact on Universities, Rural Students and 
International Students

Universities have been extremely disadvantaged, 
particularly at the start of a new university year. Students 
eager to embark on the next major stage of their 
educational experience and having gained entry to the 
course of their choice expected a new environment where 
the attendance at lectures, seminars and tutorials would 
support the change from previous learning styles. These 
students must now adapt to digital learning, without many 
of the joys of wider exposure to new ideas and cultures. 

For international students this has the potential to change 
forever the pathway they had chosen in their life. The 
early messages from the Australian Government, directing 
international students to return to their home countries 

if unable to support themselves, sent an unwelcome 
message to many. With the cessation of international 
air travel, it became impossible for many international 
students to return to university at the commencement of 
the first semester. Those already studying or researching 
within Australia, many of whom subsidised their income 
with part-time work, have been forced to continue their 
studies online, but are suffering difficulties in accessing 
money for food and rent. Australian immigration rules 
state that a student must have $21,041 to provide 
for accommodation each year, but more than half the 
students require part-time work to subsidise their living 
costs (Morris and Ramia 2020). Most work within the food 
and hospitality industries and these sectors have been 
seriously impacted by the shutdown of communities. 
Living in shared accommodation presents problems for 
self-isolation, as well as the ability to access online study 
to continue their courses. The travel restrictions and 
other government policies will discourage international 
students and the multiculturalism they bring to Australian 
universities. The 750,000 international students in 
Australia are an important export for Australia, contributing 
$376 billion to our economy in the 2018-19 financial year 
and supporting 240,000 jobs (Xiao et al. 2020). The loss 
of international students has presented a major budgetary 
shortfall for universities who have included fees of a large 
number of international students in their annual budgets 
(Doughney 2020).

The temporary closure of universities and the change 
to remote on-line teaching has seriously affected many 
young people from rural and remote Australia who usually 
move to accommodation in urban areas and university 
colleges. They are likely to be seriously disadvantaged 
by the inability to interact with their lecturers, tutors and 
fellow students.

The safety measures and changes introduced have 
caused rapid expansion of digital learning. This has 
opened opportunities for those with digital communication 
skills to develop new platforms for the dissemination of 
information. But this has highlighted and increased the 
potential gap for rural and regional people (Meyers et 
al. 2013). Those who have poor and unreliable internet 
connection are seriously disadvantaged. There are also 
many families who do not have any access to computers 
and the internet.

Long Term Impacts: After COVID-19

There will be some marked changes to life after Covid-19. 
For those working within the allied health sector, issues 
will arise from the probable expansion of telehealth, 
ranging from an ethical responsibility to alleviate suffering, 
to creating a secure environment in which to operate. In 
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regional areas, the problem is exacerbated by the lack 
of health workers resulting in more resort to telehealth.

The move to on-line delivery of services will impact 
heavily on older citizens, many of whom have limited 
or no computer skills and yet this age group is the most 
vulnerable and isolated in this pandemic. Data garnered 
from ABC news/coronavirus charts based on figures taken 
from the National Notifiable Disease Surveillance Systems 
reveal that most deaths in Australia have occurred in 
people 70 years and older (Ting et al. 2020).

As an allied health professional working in the paediatric 
field, winning the confidence of a small child when 
addressing them on their family computer or their mother’s 
telephone, can be quite difficult. Assessing a child with 
Autism Spectrum Disorder is hard enough even within a 
consulting room but problems are compounded in remote 
assessments. Yet, these are the parents who really need 
our help right now. As a result of COVID-19 restrictions, 
they are confined with their children. Often there are 
siblings who also have changing needs while schooling in 
isolation. It is important that regional health services can 
continue to provide support to families until the isolation 
phase of this pandemic subsides.

There may be both threats and advantages to rural and 
regional communities from opportunities to use digital 
platforms including more frequent, if shorter contacts. The 
medical and allied health workforce could benefit from 
developing greater skills in digital consulting and secure 
record-keeping which may increase the ability for regional 
people to access services similar to urban populations 
without the need for excess travel. But it could also pose 
threats to the regional understanding arising from the 
visits of urban specialists to regional centres, where a first-
hand knowledge of the impact of distance and differing 
community standards can be gained. Digital consultations 
can overcome geographic barriers, if internet connection 
can be achieved, but its increased adoption creates the 
potential for a greater divide between those who can 
access digital health services and those who are unable 
to do so.

When this is all over there will be the need for a review 
of regional health in light of the dangers exposed by 
COVID-19. These should include a review of the recurrent 
needs for evacuation of patients with health problems and 
of the provision of accessible digital support for specialist 
medical services. Such a review could hopefully lead 
to more provision of services available within regions, 
encouraging increased interest from medical and allied 
health graduates in working regionally.
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The Gardener
aLeXander ForBes    

I had just moved to the area when first I met him. The hour 
was one in which reasonable, productive members of society 
are readying themselves for the day ahead; in my case, a 
morning jog. Lest you be shocked by this admission, I can 
justify such frivolity through the knowledge that maintaining a 
certain level of fitness is crucial to achieving one’s goals both 
professional and personal. I still manage to arrive at work early, 
and find myself in a much more efficient frame of mind. But even 
children are educated in the basic facts of output maximisation, 
which is perhaps why this strange man so surprised me.

That first day I continued jogging, unsure of what to make 
of what I had just seen. I remarked upon the fact to my wife, 
who was quite rightly taken aback.

“But darling,” she said, “are you certain that’s what you 
saw? You must have passed so quickly. Perhaps it was simply 
a mistake.”

Perhaps, indeed! I hoped as much.

Being so new to the area I was still experimenting with the 
most efficient route for my morning jog. To my shame, I had 
already determined that this strange man’s street was not the 
most efficient path, but that wily devil we call curiosity lured 
me to proceed once more past his property.

There could be no doubt, the second time I saw him, that 
the previous day’s actions had been no coincidence.

I stopped in front of his gate and stared at the outrageous 
spectacle unfolding before me. The man knelt by a garden 
bed, laying mulch around three freshly-planted bushes. The 
bushes were all different, and I noticed that in his yard he 
had quite the assortment of trees and plants, none of which I 
recognised. There was no order to the yard at all, and it was 
not particularly beautiful, either: the gardening work was of an 
unprofessional nature. Then this strange man, this amateur 
gardener, caught me staring.

I was startled, but he did not reprimand me. Rather, he 
waved briefly and smiled. I gave a polite but hesitant response 
in kind, bearing in mind that I was new in this neighbourhood; 
perhaps it was generally known that this house was to be 
avoided. What if somebody saw me? Would they think me 
supportive of such behaviours? Worse, even: that I engage 
in them!

I was already unaccustomed enough to being greeted with 
a wave, but the man then spoke to me. Madness! We didn’t 
know each other at all!

There is a certain order to social interaction. One cannot 
flout convention, even if one’s interlocutor flouts it so openly, 
thus I could not withhold my own greeting and thereby risk 
developing a reputation as a rude man, so I responded in kind.

Well, now I was really stuck. He must have taken this 
as some sort of invitation, and made a comment about the 
weather; I make no joke, he commented on the weather! I 
mumbled some kind of agreement and began to recover my 
senses.

“What is it that you’re doing there?” I asked, doing my best 
to mask any hint of overtly disapproving curiosity in my attempt 
to give him the benefit of the doubt.

“I’m gardening,” he said.

I stared at him. “Sorry?”

It was almost scandalous. Possibly heretical. I thought for a 
moment he might be joking, but there was nothing on his face 
nor in his body that suggested so. To admit such disgraceful 
behaviour so openly, with not one skerrick of shame!

“I’m gardening,” he said again. “I find it very relaxing.”

I could almost have collapsed.

“But why?” I asked. I couldn’t help my curiosity at such 
an admission. Of all the things one could do with their time; 
it was absurd!

“I enjoy the sunshine,” he said, “and the fresh air. The 
weather here is very pleasant. You don’t enjoy being outside?”

The man had obviously misunderstood my question. I 
wanted to know why he wasted his precious time gardening, 
not inanities about the environment.

“I go outside when I need to,” I said, generous in my 
willingness to meet him half way. “But only when I need to.” One 
must be careful not to be seen as lazy, though the man seemed 
unfazed by the notion that he could be seen in such a way.

“Oh, I come outside as much as I can,” he said. “I couldn’t 
imagine myself stuck inside all day.”

My wife would have fainted at such an admission, I’m sure 
of it!

“And what do you do for relaxation?” he asked.

“I don’t understand what you mean,” I said. “You mean when 
I’m not working at full productivity?”

He smiled a little lopsidedly. “Sure.”

I glanced around, conscious of whether or not anyone was 
watching my exchange with the man.

“Well, I read a little,” I admitted carefully. “Only important 

short story
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articles, though. Very occasionally a book. To make sure I’m not 
outskilled at work, you see. And I watch the news, of course; 
one must keep up to date with the latest developments.”

“Yes, I see,” he said. “One must.”

A realisation then dawned on me. “Are you an investor?” I 
asked. “You own some business? Property?” Yes, that made 
sense. Already I felt flooding relief that I had solved the mystery 
of his wasted effort.

But the man just smiled and shook his head. “I have no 
time for such things. I prefer the real world.”

He indicated to his garden.

“Sorry, perhaps I’m not understanding,” I said. “What exactly 
is the function of your garden?”

“It pleases me,” he said.

I waited for something grander, but was unrewarded.

“Is it for food?” I pressed. “There must be some explanation 
for this.”

He pointed to other parts of his property. “I have potatoes 
over there. And carrots. Some onions and various herbs. A 
plum tree that never does very well, and a mulberry bush. 
That always does well. It attracts the birds, too, though I have 
native flowers in the back for that. I do like to eat the few things 
I can grow, but I’m not self-sufficient by any means. I just enjoy 
the process.”

I stared at him as he admired his time sink, and began 
to understand that this man was truly lost to any civilised 
behaviour and standards. I had already spent too long there, 
but I couldn’t allow him to escape so easily from a proper 
judgment of his blasphemous lifestyle. It is incumbent upon 
us all, after all, to set on the correct path all those who do not 
fully participate in the real world.

“Now look,” I said. “This is quite enough. I’ve never heard 
such nonsense in my life. Potatoes? Why on earth would you 
grow potatoes? You’re not a farmer. You don’t have the right 
skillset or resources to scale your production. You should be 
maximally participating in the economy like the rest of us!”

 “I prefer to participate in my garden,” he said with a smile. 
“And I enjoy eating my own potatoes.”

“But can’t you see? Can’t you see that this is inefficient? 
Surely there is something else you could do with your time 
that would maximise your output. Then you could buy all the 
potatoes you need and have money left over! I cannot fathom 
how you cannot understand such basic facts of life.”

The man only shrugged, and went back to his mulching. 
“Aren’t you worried that talking to me is an inefficient use of 
your time?” he asked.

I sensed something sarcastic in his tone of voice, though 
it was clear to me by now that he had no right to take such 
an attitude against those of us who lived a proper life. The 
nerve of him! In any case, he was quite right about the more 
valuable activities my time could be spent on. I took one last 
look at his garden of wasted labour and, shaking my head, 
continued on my way.

For several weeks this encounter troubled me. My wife 
was suitably mortified when I told her and, lest she become 
distressed, forbade me ever to speak of it again. Even now 
my blood speeds on recollection of the experience. I cannot 
help wishing I had looked one last time at the strange man, 
just to be certain of whether or not I had truly seen a smile on 
his face as I left. Perhaps that is what infuriates me the most: 
the satisfaction he derived from such useless, non-contributing 
behaviour.

But some people cannot be saved from themselves.

I have made sure never to traverse the strange man’s 
street again, though every so often I feel a tingling curiosity to 
visit him and see if his garden has progressed. I never falter, 
though, and he has even inspired me to further productivity, as 
though I can make up for the non-participation of a stranger.

When I look back on such encounters, I can do nothing 
else but shake my head. Some people will never understand.
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NURTURE/NATURE

The work explores the metaphorical balance between death 
and renewal that exists in nature. Nature undergoes a perpetual 
transformation where everything derived from nature is subject 
to the same repetitive cycle of growth and decay—of life and 
death. To nurture is perhaps alien to many living busy lives in 
the city. It is important to acknowledge the various species that 
live in our gardens.

Sarzynski (2018) discusses nurture in nature and suggests that 
we give nature (species) a monetary value as he considers 
that our current world ‘people calculate and plan everything 
to increase self-benefits and reduce self-harm’ and therefore 
would perhaps value an animal’s distinction based on cost.

The following digital image transfer prints reveal the 
beauty that result from decay and asks the viewer to 
question their own perception of the world around them 
and how we should nurture nature.
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