Every Sector Must Manage Its Impact On Global Climate

Like it or not, climate change is now a fact of life, both here in Ireland, as evidenced by our ever more frequent flooding disasters, and globally. The Paris Agreement hammered out and agreed by almost every nation on Earth last month, binds us to dramatically and urgently reducing our greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions.

This agreement leaves each country to figure out how best to decarbonise.

Ireland is tied into the EU’s legally binding commitment to cut GHGs by 40% by 2030.

Yet even this may not be enough to avert climate chaos. 

Ireland has two key problems, namely our agriculture and transport sectors.

According to the EPA, these two areas alone will account for three quarters of Ireland’s entire non-traded GHGs by 2020.

Agriculture, although a small part of our total economy, is by far our biggest polluter, principally due to the size of our national beef and dairy herds.

There are more cattle than people in Ireland, and ruminant agriculture is hugely pollution-intensive, despite repeated spin from minister Simon Coveney and the food industry lobby.

A study by the influential UK Chatham House institute found that despite its vast contribution to climate change, beef and dairy “attracts remarkably little policy attention”.

Report author Rob Bailey added: “You can make a compelling case that without dietary change at the global level, the 2C goal is pretty much off the table”.

The world’s population today is well over seven billion, and, barring disaster, will rise to beyond nine billion in the coming decades.

The Irish agri-industrial lobby argues it should receive special treatment regarding emissions because of our contribution to global food security.

This notion was demolished recently by Trócaire’s’s Justin Kilcullen, who noted: “Beef and dairy production have nothing to contribute to world food security. If anything they will achieve the opposite in the long term.

"The idea the people of Africa and Asia will be surviving on Irish beef and cheese in years to come is risible.”

As a means of converting calories into food, red meat production is uniquely inefficient.

Recent research found that compared to foods like potatoes, wheat and rice, producing one calorie of beef requires a staggering 160 times more land and produces between 11 and 48 times more GHGs, depending on exactly how it is calculated.

“The biggest intervention people could make towards reducing their carbon footprints would not be to abandon cars, but to eat significantly less red meat,” according to Prof Tim Benton of the University of Leeds.

The Irish beef sector only survives thanks to generous EU subsidies.

Prof Alan Matthews of TCD has calculated that the typical cattle operation in Ireland lost €122 per hectare in 2013. Without EU subsidies averaging €400 per hectare, these farms “could not continue”.

Prof Matthews added that when the additional costs of GHGs were added in, the picture is even worse, and he urged farmers to improve their own financial position by moving large areas of beef and dairy production into forestry, which could also benefit Ireland in both GHG abatement and flood control.

Reaction from the farm lobby to Matthews’ suggestion was so hostile, no politician has since been prepared to discuss it openly.

Taoiseach Enda Kenny has admitted there is little possibility of Ireland evading EU fines running into hundreds of millions of euro per annum between 2020 and 2030 as a result of our failure to meet our emissions targets.

An Taisce has repeatedly asked why the ordinary taxpayer should have to pay the EU fines arising from adding 300,000 dairy cows to our already massive national herd, as set out under Food Harvest 2020.

The farm lobby also claims it is not looking for a ‘free pass’ on emissions, yet when asked to quantify how it plans to make the kind of cuts demanded by science, no meaningful answer has been forthcoming.

Despite the wishful thinking of the agri-food industry, in reality no sector is more vulnerable to the impacts of climate change than agriculture.

A report by Dr Stephen Flood of NUIM projected the total economic costs of climate change to Irish agriculture in the region of €1-2bn p.a. by mid-century.

In other words, it likely wipes out all gains expected under Food Harvest 2020.

To confront the existential threat of climate change, we must use science to inform policy, not the other way round.

And science tells us that, unless we rapidly change direction, calamity beckons.

Whether you’re a farmer or a city dweller, we are all Irish citizens, and surely deserve an honest debate about the very real threats to our shared future.

John Gibbons is an environmental commentator and is climate change spokesman for An Taisce, Ireland’s national trust (a voluntary position)

(Source – Irish Examiner – John Gibbons – 11/01/2016)

Friends Of The Earth Call For Review Of Environmental Policies

Ireland needs to review its environmental policies, says a leading UCD scientist.

Chairperson of Friends of the Earth Ireland, Dr Cara Augustenborg, is a climate change lecturer in UCD. She was part of the Irish NGO delegation at COP21.

Following COP21, she expressed concern about Ireland’s approach to reduce greenhouse gas emissions in line with the Paris climate agreement.

“In Ireland, reducing our emissions from transport, electricity, and buildings are the quickest ways to improve so we should be addressing those immediately, but the Government’s commentary has been dominated by COP21’s implications for agriculture,” she said. 

“[Agriculture Minister] Simon Coveney said ‘no rethink of the State food plan is required’.

“However the Paris agreement and the Low Carbon Development Act require a rethink of everything, especially Coveney’s ambition to add 300,000 more methane-producing cows to our national herd.”

Dr Augustenborg adds: “The Paris agreement refers to food production in Article 2. Our leaders have latched onto these words as a justification to increase beef and dairy production in keeping with their Food Wise 2025 ambitions.

“However, they’re ignoring all the words that go before ‘food production’ in the agreement.

"It says we must increase our ‘ability to adapt to the adverse impacts of climate change and foster climate resilience and low greenhouse gas emissions in a manner that does not threaten food production.’

"Article 2 is about resilience to climate change in our food system, not increasing food production to suit national economic interests.”

COP21 also refers to a need to address food security.

Dr Augustenborg said Environment Minister Alan Kelly argued this reference meant Ireland should increase food production to feed a rising global population.

“But food security involves providing adequate supply and access to nutritious food. In Ireland, we produce beef, which the World Health Organisation has reported we need to reduce our intake of for health reasons,” she said.

“We also produce dairy, which is increasingly being turned into infant formula for the Chinese market. Minister Coveney has said Irish food exports are about developing ‘premium products for premium markets’.

"We make great products, but we need to be honest that we make them for the middle and upper classes, not to feed those who live in hunger.”

Dr Augustenborg also said recent flooding of farmland has shown the importance of climate resilience.

Farmers need greater diversification to protect them from climate shocks and from the economic volatility of the dairy sector and low profit margins of the beef sector.

There is great potential in forestry and agroforestry and renewable energy production.

“Any plans we’ve made in Food Wise 2025 are outdated and must be reviewed in light of the new direction the world is moving,” she said.

(Source – Irish Examiner – Oliver Moore – 11/01/2015)

PAGE  
4

