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Flying in the face of Climate Change

By Roy Garner

While the government's Aviation Policy Green Paper
 seeks endorsement for the expansion of aviation infrastructure for Australia, with continued economic growth as an unquestioned given,
 such a course is flying in the face of evidence of the destructive effects of global warming from anthropogenic greenhouse gas production, of which the combustion of aviation fuel makes a significant but largely ignored contribution. The February 2009 Victorian bushfire disaster and the floods in northern Queensland are the latest in a series of extreme weather events cited as a consequence of global warming that should set alarm bells ringing in even the most dedicated environmental "flat earthers".
   

In the United Kingdom, as a relevant comparison case study, airline companies are also pushing for even more infrastructure, which, if granted, will greatly increase greenhouse gas emissions, clear large and established communities from the path of new runways, increase noise and air pollution, divert funds away from public services, in some areas sacrifice hundreds of acres of ancient woodland and other habitat, threatening species extinction, as well as heritage sites.  This, despite severe doubt of the aviation industry's contribution to the economy,
 and the failure to promote alternative means of transport—bus, ferry and train—that are "ten times less polluting." 

· The British government admits, “there is no viable alternative currently visible to kerosene as an aviation fuel.” http://www.2mgroup.org.uk/

· Biofuels for aeroplanes would need more arable land than the planet possesses.

· Aviation is the fastest-growing source of greenhouse-gas emissions, already accounting for eight million tonnes of carbon dioxide each year—more than 10 per cent of the UK total.
 

· The contribution of aviation fuel combustion to climate change was ignored by the Kyoto agreement.

ACCORDING to some critics, our continued reliance on aviation presents a major challenge to the control of greenhouse gasses, while the fuel it relies on—kerosene—is a rapidly diminishing resource for which there is no reliable substitute.  As a product of crude oil refinement, aviation fuel plays a significant role in the crisis posed to the world economy by peak oil and the consequent rapid depletion of available oil reserves in the face of aggressively expanding fossil fuel economies like those of India and especially China.
  

If Australia is to contribute to global efforts to address this crisis, reliance on aviation should be radically scaled down so that remaining fuel stocks can be used exclusively for defence, emergency services within Australia (e.g. firefighting, evacuations, medical emergencies), and international humanitarian disaster relief operations.

Critical infrastructure commitment should instead be directed to land-and-sea-based transportation, and to preparing society for its transition to a post-fossil-fuel era.

The current international economic crisis has multiple causes, with opinion still divided, but looming behind the lack of confidence in the ability of the world economy to recover is, I suspect, the growing awareness that continuing reliance on fossil fuel will cause a rapid collapse of the complex interdependent web of the fossil-fuel-dependent economy.  There are already many Internet postings and articles on "peak oil awareness" and "greenhouse awareness" to substantiate this view.

The authors of the Wikipedia article on oil depletion
 give the following scenario:

A peak in oil production could result in a worldwide oil shortage, or it could not even be noticed as demand decreases in conjunction with increased prices. While past shortages stemmed from a temporary insufficiency of supply, crossing Hubbert's Peak
 would mean that the production of oil would continue to decline, and that demand for these products must be reduced to meet supply. The effects of such a shortage would depend on the rate of decline and the development and adoption of effective alternatives. If alternatives were not forthcoming, it has been speculated that the numerous products produced with oil would become scarcer, leading to at the very least lower living standards in developed and developing countries alike, and possibly in the worst case to the collapse of the entire international banking system, which could not likely sustain itself without the prospect of growth ... The political situation may change dramatically, with potential wars between countries over access to dwindling supplies. Accordingly, inequalities between various countries and regions of the world may become exacerbated.
The danger for the survival of human civilisation is that rich and powerful users of aviation, including key decision-makers, will continue to be "in denial", and that vested interests in aviation—including the aviation industry, aviation workers, infrastructure advocates and developers, fuel suppliers and others reliant on aviation—will, through lack of due diligence, allow fuel stocks to be exhausted while the planet continues to heat beyond the point of no return.
 

· An Australian study is urgently needed to assess all aspects of the effects on the economy and society of peak oil simultaneously with the urgent need to address climate change, in large due to emissions from the use of fossil fuels.

While some may say, if reserves of fossil fuels are running out, it's inevitable that this fact alone will deal with the problem of climate change, the very real danger is that the remaining reserves, if used to the last drop, will be enough to push global warming beyond the point of no return.  Some think we may already have reached that point.

The contribution of aviation fuel combustion to climate change was ignored by the Kyoto agreement, and it is only now becoming apparent how massive this contribution is.

Despite the 2004 conclusion of the UK Parliamentary Select Committee on Environmental Audit
 that the growth it foresees will require "the equivalent of another Heathrow every 5 years", two years later, in clear denial of this conclusion, the Government admitted there is "no viable alternative currently visible to kerosene as an aviation fuel".

UK opposition to this commitment of government to new aviation infrastructure has seen opposition from a growing alliance of British communities and environmentalists,
 with critics pointing out that expansions proposed by BAA ("the world's leading airport company") "... if approved, would see the demolition of entire swaths of countryside, as well as forced dispersals of large and established communities..."

Predictions on the decline of finite resources supply in the face of the demands of a burgeoning world population, originally made by the Club of Rome in its 1972 publication The Limits to Growth, are still valid today,
 but the failure of governments and the petroleum industry to act on this knowledge now presents us with a global crisis rather than an opportunity for an orderly transition to a post-fossil fuel economy.

· Any Australian study done on the effects of peak oil should be transparent.  Stakeholders with a vested interest in aviation, including passengers, should be required to justify their claim for continuing reliance on air transport.

This includes the interests of an elite group that relies on aviation:  Canberra politicians and bureaucrats who make a significant carbon footprint because of a quirk of history (the location of Canberra).  George Monbiot writes of "our moral dissonance about flying" ... "Who could be surprised to discover that 'ethical' people are in denial about the impacts of flying?" ... "Thinking like ethical people makes not a damn of difference unless we also behave like ethical people. When it comes to flying, there seems to be no connection between intention and action."

Canberra politicians should lead by their own example.

They could do this dramatically by staying at home in their far-flung electorates and using videoconferencing technology.  Video Parliament would mean no more mad rushing to the airport and lonely nights in Canberra hotels.

· Commitment to ongoing transport infrastructure projects must take into account the anticipated depletion of world stocks of fossil fuel, especially aviation fuel,
 
 
 and the urgent need to develop alternative means of fuel and transport.  

Revising our transport options means that aviation and its related infrastructure should not be permitted to grow, and efforts should be made to restrict the use of aviation to all but the most important strategic needs— defence and emergency services (medical, disaster, firefighting). 

Government commitment should not extend beyond maintenance of existing aviation infrastructure, given the current worldwide economic contraction and consequent fall in demand for aviation services, and the effects of the anticipated depletion of aviation fuel supply. Any planned construction of new ports, roads, airport facilities and other related infrastructure should therefore be put on hold indefinitely.

Failure to act on this knowledge would be a major dereliction of duty by government and a misallocation of funds needed for survival of the biosphere and urgent social projects, including repair of the environment, the development of alternative sources of energy, sustainable farming close to where populations live,
 housing, education and social welfare, and the development of infrastructure that addresses the needs of society in a post-fossil fuel economy.

· A strategic fuel reserve should be established
 to ensure that other uses for this precious resource are not exhausted, for example, petrochemicals, pharmaceuticals.

· Even if there were no crisis in supply of aviation fuel, its combustion has made a significant contribution to climate change, which alone would be reason enough to radically restrict to use of aviation as a preferred means of transport.

According to the UK Earth First Group, 

Aviation is the fastest-growing source of greenhouse-gas emissions, already accounting for eight million tonnes of carbon dioxide each year—more than 10 per cent of the UK total (Lynas, New Statesman, 03/04/06)...

This contrasts with the conservative estimates for Australia given in the Government's Green Paper, which states: "Civil aviation (domestic and international) accounts for about two per cent of global emissions."
 A notable omission from this estimation is the use of aviation fuel by the ADF.

While expansion of aviation infrastructure cannot be justified, the current contraction of the world economy, and the anticipated contraction as a consequence of depletion of fossil fuel means there is an urgent need to develop alternative infrastructure to address changed priorities of a post-fossil fuel economy: the type of work available in a sustainable economy as opposed to a "growth" economy; where people should live in relation to their work, essential supplies and leisure; and their changed transport needs. 

In particular, the need to address population control for a sustainable world economy—another important issue that politicians playing to the gallery of religious lobbyists continue to ignore.

� Roy Garner, a freelance journalist and environmentalist, holds an Arts degree from Macquarie University, where he studied sociology.
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