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A civil society briefing on Geoengineering

Climate change, smoke and mirrors

For the past decade, a small but growing group of
governments and scientists, the majority from the most
powerful and most climate-polluting countries in the
world, has been pushing for political consideration of
geoengineering, the deliberate large-scale technalogical
manipulation of the climare.

Geoengineering is inherently high-risk and its negative
effects will likely be unequally diseribured. Because of chis,
geoengineering has often been presented as a “Plan BT wo
comfront the elimate crisis. But after the Paris Agrecmen,
which set the ambitious goal of keeping the temperature to
well below 2°C and possibly even 1.5°C, the discourse has
changed. Now, geoengineering is increasingly being advanced
as an “essential” means to reach this goal, through a mix of
risky rechnologies thar would rake carbon our of the
atmasphere to create so-called “negative emissions” or take
control of the global chermostar to directly lower the climare’s
temperature,

I should be no surprise that geoengineering is gaining
political currency as temperarures rise. The fossil fuel industry
is desperate to protect its estimated $55 trillion of installed
infrastrucrure and its $20-28 rrillion in booked assets thar can
only be extracted if the corporations are allowed o overshoot
GHG emissions.

The theorerical assumption is that geoengineering
technologies might eventually let them recapture CO, from
the armosphere and bury it in the earth or ocean, or thar
injecting sulfates in the seratosphere could lower the
remperamure, ~buyving us more time” to finally agree w
radically reduce our fossil fuel emissions. Either way provides
the fossil fuel industry with means o avoid popping the
“carbon bubble™ beyond ourright climare denial.

In other words, geoengineering proposals are becoming the
fossil fuel industry's main vool to undermine the polirical will
vo lower actual emissions now. Geoengineering proposals are
also becoming the weapon of last resorr for some desperate
climate scientists unable to pn:ldun' pathwa}'s that rc.'l[i.gn our
growth-driven economic model with a elimare-safe furure.

But what exactly is geoengineering and what technologies
are being proposed? And whar are the risks and implications
associated with the respective technologics when it comes o
ccological integrity, environmental and climage justics and
democracy?

This briefing was produced as a background for civil sociery
sctive at the UNFCCC intersessional meeting in Bonn, May
2017, Feedback and comments are welcome,

What is geoengineering?

The notion of geoengineering the climate has been around
for well over a century. Uniil recendy, it was mostly
discussed as a proposed military ool to control the weather
for hostile purposes. With the onset of the growing climare
crisis, the spectrum of geoengineering proposals has
increased, and roday, public debare about geoengineering
explores whether it is a means to combat climare change
rather than other nations,

Geoengineering, or climate geoengineering, refers to a set
of proposed techniques and technologics to deliberarely
intervene in and aleer Earth systems on a large scale -
particularly to climate system manipulations as a
“techmofix” for climate change. It is increasingly suggested
as a way to “buy more time” for real, transformative change
in the future, or as an insurance policy for our great
grandchildren, thus passing on the difficult burden to the
NEXE generation.

Geoengincering may comprise interventions on land,
aceans, or in the atmosphere. It may include so-called solar
radiation management (SRM), as well as other Earch
system interventions under the umbrella of carbon dioxide
removal (CDR) or greenhouse gas removal (GGR). These
are all theoretical proposals, and although a few CDR
techniques may be closer to the market according to their
promoters, the claim thar these rechnologies would be
cffective for addressing climate change is speculation, based
at best on limited compurer modeling.

Significantly, none of the geoengineering techniques on
the rable aim to address the roor causes of climare change.
Instead, they are intended to partially counteract some of
its symproms. Underlying drivers of climare change (e
Browing consumpion, d:ﬁ:m:u.ti.un, unsusgainable
agriculeure and land use changes) will continue unaffecred.
Because geoengineering by definition aims o intentionally
alver Earth systems such as the carbon cycle and
hydrological cyele, it is rranshoundary in nature. And
because we know very little about the functioning of the
planceary ecosystem as a whole, and all ies subsyseems, there
is a significant likelihood that rather than improving the
climate, it could make ehings worse.

We consider this a work in progress and plan vo publish more
documents in the coming months.
Contact: grupocte@etcgroup.org or schacider@boell.de
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Geoengineering is inherently high-risk and its negative effects will
likely be unequally distributed. Because of this, geoengineering has
often been presented as a “Plan B” to confront the climate crisis. But
after the Paris Agreement, which set the ambitious goal of keeping the
temperature to well below 2°C and possibly even 1.5°C, the discourse
has changed. Now, geoengineering is increasingly being advanced as an
“essential” means to reach this goal, through a mix of risky
technologies that would take carbon out of the atmosphere to create so-
called “negative emissions” or take control of the global thermostat to
directly lower the climate’s temperature.

A new briefing paper by ETC Group and Heinrich BOll Foundation in
advance of the UNFCCC intersessional meetings in Bonn, May 2017, gives
an overview of what geoengineering is and why it is dangerous, as well
as up-to-date information on proposed geoengineering technologies and
governance.

A crucial read for anyone engaged in the fight against climate change.

Download the briefing here.

(A German version of this briefing in pdf format is also available.)
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