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PARIS: The same oceans that nourished human
evolution are poised to unleash misery on a global
scale unless the carbon pollution destabilizing
Earth’s marine environment is brought to heel,
warns a draft UN report obtained by AFP. De-
structive changes already set in motion could see
a steady decline in fish stocks, a hundred-fold or
more increase in the damages caused by super-
storms, and hundreds of millions of people dis-
placed by rising seas, according to the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC) “special report” on oceans and Earth’s
frozen zones, known as the cryosphere.

As the 21st century unfolds, melting glaciers
will first give too much and then too little to billions
who depend on them for fresh water, it finds. With-
out deep cuts to manmade emissions, at least 30
percent of the northern hemisphere’s surface per-
mafrost could melt by century’s end, unleashing
billions of tons of carbon and accelerating global
warming even more. 

The 900-page scientific assessment is the
fourth such tome from the UN in less than a year,
with others focused on a 1.5-Celsius (2.6-Faren-
heit) cap on global warming, the state of biodiver-
sity, and how to manage forests and the global
food system. All four conclude that humanity must
overhaul the way it produces and consumes al-
most everything to avoid the worst ravages of cli-
mate change and environmental degradation. 

Governments meet in Monaco next month to
vet the new report’s official summary. While the
underlying science — drawn from thousands of
peer-reviewed studies — cannot be modified,
diplomats with scientists at their elbow will tussle
over how to frame the findings, and what to leave
in or out. The final advice to policymakers will be

released on September 25, too late to be consid-
ered by world leaders gathering two days earlier
for a summit convened by UN Secretary-General
Antonio Guterres to extract stronger national
commitments in confronting the climate crisis.

Guterres may be disappointed by what the
world’s major greenhouse gas emitters put on the
table, according to experts tracking climate poli-
tics in China, the United States, the European
Union and India. The Big Four — accounting for
nearly 60 percent of global fossil fuel-based emis-
sions — all face devastating ocean- and ice-re-
lated impacts, but none seem prepared just
announce more ambitious goals for purging car-
bon from their economies.

‘Irreversible’ change 
Donald Trump — a no-show at the G7 climate

segment this week — wants the US to exit the
Paris Agreement and has taken a chainsaw to
predecessor Barack Obama’s climate policies.
India is rapidly developing solar power, but con-
tinues to build up coal-fired capacity at the same
time. The European Union is inching toward a mid-
century “net zero” emissions goal, but several
member states are dragging their feet.  Long seen
as a leader on climate, China — which emits nearly
as much CO2 as the US, EU and India combined
— is also sending mixed signals. 

“The eyes of Beijing are gradually moving away
from environmental issues, and climate change in
particular,” noted Greenpeace International ana-
lyst Li Shuo, a longtime observer of China’s climate
policy. A resurgence of domestic coal-fired power
and a relaxing of air pollution regulations, he said,
point to a preoccupation with China’s slowing
economy and its trade war with the US. And yet,

all of these nations face many of the threats out-
lined in the IPCC report.  

Shanghai, Ningbo, Taizhou and another half-
dozen major coastal cities in China, for example,
are highly vulnerable to future sea level rise, which
is projected to add a meter by 2100 compared to
the late 20th century global watermark, if CO2
emissions continue unabated. Mumbai and other
coastal Indian cities are in harm’s way as well. Even
in the United States, where billions are being spent
to protect New York, Miami and other exposed
cities, such efforts could easily be overwhelmed,
say experts. 

“There is a pervasive thread in the US right
now promoted by techno-optimists who think we

can engineer our way out of this problem,” said
Michael Mann, director of the Earth System Sci-
ence Center at Pennsylvania State University. “But
the US is not ready for a metre of sea level rise by
2100,” he told AFP.  “Just look at what happened
in the wake of superstorm Sandy, Katrina, in Hous-
ton, or Puerto Rico.”

By 2050, many low-lying megacities and small
island nations will experience “extreme sea level
events” every year, even under the most optimistic
emissions reduction scenarios, the report con-
cludes. By 2100, “annual flood damages are ex-
pected to increase by two to three orders of
magnitude,” or 100 to 1,000 fold, the draft sum-
mary for policymakers says.  —AFP

Oceans turning from friend to foe, 
warns landmark UN climate report

Destructive changes already set in motion

This file photo taken on August 18, 2019 shows an aerial view of the Apusiajik glacier, near Kulusuk (aslo
spelled Qulusuk), a settlement in the Sermersooq municipality located on the island of the same name on the
southeastern shore of Greenland. —AFP

Dutch ‘Bible Belt’ 
town tries to boost 
measles coverage
URK:  In the Dutch coastal town of Urk, many people are still
raised with a few core beliefs: God, fishing and refusing to be
vaccinated. Located in the conservative Protestant “Bible Belt”
of the Netherlands, Urk suffered a measles outbreak in June
because of low vaccination rates. But as the World Health Or-
ganization warns of a measles surge across Europe, there are
hopes that Urk can show how to turn things around.

“At this point vaccination is 60 percent and that’s low com-
pared with the rest of the country. We are the second-lowest
in the Netherlands,” Freek Brouwer, the Urk town councilor for
health told AFP at his office. Like other Bible Belt towns, Urk
is part of the Dutch Orthodox Reformed Church, and religion
plays a strong part in daily life, alongside its traditional main-
stay fishing industry. Ninety-four percent of people in Urk reg-
ularly go to church, which has traditionally opposed television,
movies — and vaccination.

“It’s the idea that you cannot do it because it is God who
will take care of us — it’s also the same with insurance,” says
Brouwer, a member of the Dutch Christian Democratic party,
who is also a board member of the provincial public health
service. But these days religion is less of a factor than it used

to be when it comes to vaccines, he says. “Previously it had a
lot to do with deeply religious motives, and I respect that. Now
we see it has much more to do with habit — ‘Mom and dad did
not vaccinate, so why should I’?” “The reverends and the
preachers from the churches that are against it, they don’t
preach it, they leave it to the people themselves.”

‘God is in charge’ 
Urk is only 80 kilometres (50 miles) from Amsterdam but

culturally it is far more distant from the liberal capital, where
prostitution is legal and cannabis is sold openly. Seventy years
ago Urk was still an island, before being joined to the Dutch
mainland by a huge land reclamation project. It retains its own
dialect, and much of its isolated mentality. On a busy market
day by the harbor, many Urk residents insisted religion was still
the reason some people opposed immunization.

“My children have been vaccinated. But I think it’s a personal
thing for everybody,” said Yvonne Verbaan, 44. “But also, last
week I read about a young boy who was also vaccinated but
suffered an epileptic fit afterwards and had brain damage be-
cause of it. That does make you think whether it is a good thing.”
Shopping with her two sons, Jacoba Zoer, 37, agreed that “vac-
cination is a good thing and I have had my kids vaccinated.” 

Asked why people don’t vaccinate on Urk, she replied:
“People’s religion is against it. They say God is in charge and
‘He will save me when I get ill’. I also think it (vaccination) is
more controversial, not only on Urk.” The Dutch National In-
stitute for Public Health and the Environment recorded 42
cases of measles in the Netherlands in 2019 so far — compared

with 24 in all of 2018. A measles outbreak in 2013-14 hit the
Dutch Bible Belt, killing one child, hospitalizing 182 children,
and officially affecting 2,700 others, though officials said the
actual number was much higher because many did not go to
the doctor.

‘Lot of fake news’ 
Councilor Brouwer meanwhile also blamed the internet for

spreading ‘anti-vaxxer’ ideas. “What we also see is that people
are thinking ‘this is poison, it is going to cause autism’ — a lot
of fake news,” he said. When nine children and one adult came
down with measles in June, he said it was a “positive surprise”
that many people came for free vaccinations offered by the
government. “But there were also people I know whose chil-
dren got measles and didn’t go to the doctor — they said ‘it’s
over in one or two weeks and they’re not sick any more’, so the
number must be a little bit bigger.”

Brouwer rejected the idea of making measles vaccination
compulsory, as Germany has done, saying the goal was to bet-
ter inform parents. “People have to make their own choices
based on the correct information — something like that must
never be forced because people will resist,” he said. In Urk,
doctors are advising pregnant women, local authorities have
held information evenings for parents, and they have distrib-
uted a newsletter with interviews left disabled by polio before
the government introduced vaccinations. “We do it step by
step,” said Brouwer. “It cannot be in a year that we are going
to 90 percent, but if we go 10 or 20 percent higher, it’s good
for us to have those kinds of goals.” —AFP


