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Climate Change: A Global Issue
Climate change (sometimes referred to as global warming) is a controversial topic with a lack of consensus on the cause of climate change, which then leads to a lack of consensus on the possible solutions. The causes and solutions are further complicated by the various economic, political, and cultural aspects across the globe. “Climate change is an extremely complex phenomenon, with many challenging policy implications.” (Mesarovic, 2015, p. S260) The idea that one policy will work for every country across the globe is naïve. Instead, we need to start with a global guideline that then allows for each country to take action and implement changes that best suit each country’s economic, political, and cultural aspects. This approach also takes into account the other side of the climate change issue: the impact of each country’s contribution to climate change. In this way, there is a balance between the contribution to climate change and the expected actions. And even without consensus on the cause, there are still actions we can take to offset climate change. Despite the perceived lack of consensus by scientists on the cause of climate change, continuance of current global policies and actions, reinstatement of the Paris Agreement by the United States, and continued lower-level actions will help offset the factors that may contribute to climate change.
First, we need to clarify terminology. Although used interchangeably by most people and the media, climate change and global warming are NOT the same thing. Global warming involves a trend of increasing average surface-level temperatures. Climate change, in contrast, refers to complex phenomena that arise from an overall warming trend but include other climatic occurrences, such as flooding, drought, and even unseasonable cold. (Baumer, et al, 2017, p. 295) 
Climate change is not a new issue. “At the end of the 19th century the average temperature at the surface of the earth decreased and a controversy began among scientists about the causes of the greenhouse effect.” (d’Apollonia, 2013, p. 44) The scientists who laboured to understand the Earth's climate discovered that climate is always changing and that many factors influence it including changes in the Earth's orbit, volcanic eruptions and solar variations. (Mesarovic, 2015, p. S259) “Today many scientists add to this list the man-induced impacts on the atmospheric composition of the greenhouse gases from burning fossil fuels and deforestation as important causes of climate change.” (Mesarovic, 2015, p. S259) These various possible factors that can contribute to climate change, whether ‘normal’ factors that occur throughout the earth’s cycle or man-made, all contribute to the climate change discussion.
Partly because of these man-made impacts, the issue of climate change has beome a global issue. Even those less industrialized countries or regions are still affected by the greenhouse gas emissions (also known as CO2 emissions) by other countries. In addition are the cascading or cumulative consequences resulting from the increased emissions. For example, even though the United States is one of the largest contributor of greenhouse gas emissions that does not mean those emissions only stay in the North American atmosphere. Hence why climate change is a global issue. The globality of the climate change issue was reinforced by the creation of the Intergovermental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) in 1988. The IPCC is part of the United Nations and was created to provide objective, scientific information and global solutions on the climate change issue. Following the creation of the IPCC was the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), an international environmental treaty adopted in May 1992. The Paris Agreement is an agreement within the UNFCCC dealing specifically with greenhouse gas emissions. However, all three of these entities – IPCC, UNFCCC, and the Paris Agreement – focus on greenhouse gas emissions as the only or main contributer to climate change. And therefore the solutions are mainly focused on reducing greenhouse gas emissions. A drawback to this focus is that some people don’t believe that greenhouse gas emissions are an issue; consequently, climate change is not an issue. As shown in the numbers from a recent study: 
Americans remain more divided than ever on the issue. According to 2014 polling data, 25% of Americans were still highly skeptical of climate change, a more than 100% increase in global warming skeptics from 2001. More recent data suggest that only half of the population believes that global warming is mostly human caused and only 20% say they are “very worried” about the issue. (Flusberg, et al, 2017, p. 769)

This skepticsm tends to reinforce the perceived controversy regarding climate change. That controversy is the lack of consensus, or perceived lack of consensus, on the causes of climate change. This ‘lack of consensus’ is used by climate change detractors or skeptics as a reason for not needing or to avoid implementing any climate change policies. Much of this lack of consensus comes from uncertainty. “The topic of climate change is an enormously complex phenomenon that unfolds in varied and dynamic ways over different regions and timescales.” (Flusberg et al, 2017, p. 771). And this enormously complex phenomenon does not lend itself to a simple cause and effect. Skeptics and detractors point to uncertainty as a way to delay decisions or even stop policies. They see uncertainty as ambiguity, indecisiveness, and doubt rather than seeing uncertainty as a more open approach to a complex issue. 
On the other hand, many experts feel that consensus is not only not needed, but not even possible.“It’s simply not realistic to believe that science can bring objective evidence to such a complex and chaotic phenomenon.” (d’Apollonia, 2013, p. 44) And what would consensus look like? Does consensus mean all the scientific experts agree on a singular cause of climate change? What if scientific experts all agree that there are multiple causes of climate change? Isn’t that also consensus? Consensus is such a nebulous concept that waiting for consensus is counterproductive. Hence, climate change consensus is not needed in order to take action against climate change. Waiting to take action until a consensus is reached is wasting time. “The focus on consensus becomes instead a distraction from more urgent matters of knowledge, values, policy framing and public engagement.” (Pearce et al., 2017, p. 723) So rather than waiting for or focusing on consensus, we need to start taking actions and identifying multiple solutions. This approach aslo allows for the situation where perhaps a climate change contributor is eventually determined to not be as significant as previously believed. By not trying to create consensus for a single cause and solution, we avoid that particular scenario.
Another way to look at uncertainty is that it shows that scientists are not infallible and we can still make decisions and polices without having 100% of the answers. (d’Apollonia, 2013, p. 41) In fact, the existence of controversy is actually beneficial to the effort and should not stop actions on climate change. “If there still exists substantial uncertainties surrounding both the direct empirical evidence for warming and the theoretical understanding of the overall climate system, those uncertainties work both ways.” (Mesarovic, 2015, p. S269) One could argue that climate change consequences could be worse than expected, not less. Hence why not start taking action now? It is much more beneficial to take action now and perhaps find out that action wasn’t needed then to not take action only to find out too late that actions were needed. One could argue that with or without compelling evidence of human responsibility, it’s surely far from being a poor choice to reduce our carbon emissions. (d’Apollonia, 2013, p. 44).
Furthermore, scientific consensus does not equate to policy making. Even with scientific consensus, there are still other factors involved in creating policies including political, cultural, economic and other factors. In addition, consensus does necessarily tell us the solution. Consensus on the cause does not necessarily tell us what to do. Even if all the experts agree that greenhouse gases are the main contributor to climate change, there are any number of possible approaches or solutions. Instead we should focus on the practical challenges that highlight the need to negotiate between different scales of concern and action rather than box them into a linear relationship between scientific consensus and political action. (Pearce et al., p. 727)
First part of my solution is to continue the work proposed by the Paris Agreement of 2015. This agreement aims to strengthen the global response to the threat of climate change by limiting the increase in global temperature by limiting greenhouse gas emissions. (United Nations Climate Control, 2020, para. 2) One benefit of the Paris Agreement is the request for each country to put forth their best efforts through “nationally determined contributions” which allows for differing resource, technology, and cultural aspects. (United Nations Climate Control, 2020, para. 3) The agreement also lists facets including allowing each nation to determine their own contributions plus an every-five-year progress report. (United Nations Climate Control, 2020, para. 3) As part of this solution the United States must rejoin the Paris Agreement (which it left in June 2017). The United States is one of the most industrialized countries in the world and their lack of participation in the Paris Agreement weakens the agreement and proposed effects, especially when the United States has not implemented any new climate change policies since June 2017. A subset to this solution is to focus more obligations on those countries that have both the larger contribution to climate change and also the resources (money, technology, and culture) to address the issues. This approach balances the requirements and actions to help ensure that smaller, less-developed countries are not unfairly burdened with climate change requirements.
But reduction in greenhouse gas emissions is only one potential cause of climate change. Even if it is determined that greenhouse gas emissions are the most detrimental and influential cause of climate change, there are many other contributors that could also be counteracted by a sytemized, global approach. Examples of these other contributors include reliance on fossil fuel, oil drilling, destruction of rain forests and other nature issues, water pollution, etc. The solution should not have so narrow a focus that it ignores these other contributors. Addressing these contributors must be part of the climate change approach and solution. 
The second part of my solution is less-globalized and more a lower-level or ‘grass roots’ approach. We need to identify multiple solutions and start actions that can be implemented at the region, state, city, and, most importantly, the individual level. This lower-level approach allows for a ‘bottom up” approach. Even though climate change is a global issue, that does not correlate to the solutions must all be on a global scale. Quite a bit can be accomplished at the lower or individual level. “Awareness and concern about climate change can be translated into personal engagement as an action.” (Kwon et al., 2019, p. 1834) In fact, the more involved individuals are in climate change actions, the more this can translate into larger national or global actions. Rather than seeing climate change as strictly a global problem, we must realize that implementing local policies and actions can be just as beneficial and important to the overall climate change approach. As discovered in a recent study, “the success of climate change policies does not depend fully on international organizations and central or local governments. Individuals who personally take action on climate change are key agents as well.” (Kwon et al., 2019, p. 1834) We need to address the question; if climate change is a global issue than what can one person do? For many people, the size of the problem of climate change feels wholly unmatched to the size of our individual actions. (Salomon, et al., 2017, p. 16) Yet if every person took action against climate change and took action to preserve the earth, the collective and cumulative result would undoubtedly be impressive. Take for example, plastic water bottles. That seems like a small item. But if everyone who currently used bottled water not only recycled all the plastic bottles but also reduced the number of bottles they purchase by half, that is significant in the overall number of plastic bottles available in landfills and oceans. 
In conclusion, an issue as complex as climate change should not require consensus nor certainty on the cause. In the time it takes to obtain consensus we could have taken multiple actions on climate change. And consensus does not necessarily equate to policy making or actions. Steps to address climate change and protect the earth can still happen without a consensus on the causes of climate change. Instead of spending time and resources to obtain consensus on the causes on climate change, focus needs to be on the continued implementation of current policies such as the Paris Agreement. A global approach enables a cohesive plan for combating climate change. But cohesive plan does not mean that every nation is doing the same thing. In addition, each person should be taking steps to help offset climate change. Every action that reduces waste, reduces greenhouse gas emissions, protects oceans, stops pollution, etc. is a step towards offsetting climate change and preserving the earth. 
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