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Report on the day conference: ‘Climate Change and the Challenge for Religions’
held on Saturday 24 October 2009 at John Foster Hall, Oadby, Leicestershire

sponsored by the Leicester Council of Faiths, the World Congress of Faiths, and St.Philip’s Church & Centre
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by Alan Race 
The conference attracted 60-70 delegates from a variety of religious, belief and interest backgrounds.  It was designed to coincide with the international day of campaigning to support a clear and bold solution to the climate crisis: reducing the level of carbon dioxide in our atmosphere to 350 parts per million. 

The 350 goal has become a symbol of climate action around the world.  By 28th October, the web site www.350.org had reported that ‘people from 181 countries came together for the most widespread day of environmental action in the planet's history.  At over 5,200 events around the world, people gathered to call for strong action and bold leadership on the climate crisis.  Over 19,000 photos have been submitted so far!’   Including this one from Leicester! 
Delegates heard keynote addresses from:
1)  Dr Martin Hodson, Visiting Researcher in Environmental Biology in the School of Life Sciences at Oxford Brookes University, and with his wife, Margot, co-author of Cherishing the Earth: How to Care for God’s 
Creation 
2)  The Revd Michael Bayley, retired Anglican priest, who was lecturer in Social Administration at Sheffield University following many years in local community and regeneration work.  For the last 4 years he has been part of the Omega Climate Change Group, which has produced the Plan2050 campaign (www.plan2050.org).
Martin Hodson spoke of the incontrovertible evidence for human-induced levels of carbon in the atmosphere which have led to the crisis of climate change. Very few deniers among the scientific community now remained. A strong correlation exists between CO2 and temperature over 1000s of years.  At present we are releasing into the atmosphere the equivalent of one million year’s worth of photosynthetic product every year.  Over the last 100 years there has been an overall rise in temperature of 0.7 degrees C, and this is a substantial figure. The average medium predictions by 2020 already show a rise greater than 2 degrees C.  At this level serious planetary effects will be felt, such as rising sea levels and loss of food production.  By 2050 there could easily be 200 million climate refugees in the world.  The real moment for averting serious climate change occurs around 2016, when emissions should peak, and not at either the 2050 or 2020 mark as many had formerly imagined!

Although the challenge is huge, Martin did not end on a defeatist note. It was important to rally as much individual, institutional and political support as possible for reducing carbon emissions. The religions undoubtedly had their part to play, in terms of both inspirational vision and practical action.  Martin talk provided the backcloth for the rest of the day’s discussions, and it was especially valuable for having been delivered in a clear, concise, accessible and non-alarmist manner.

Michael Bayley tackled some of the political and economic issues related to the forthcoming December 

UN conference in Copenhagen, when international agreements on climate change are to be thrashed out, and intending to lead to binding obligations to cut greenhouse gas emissions.  The agreements are for the period 2013-2020.  Michael spoke of the biggest conflict as being between the so-called developed and developing nations.  From different starting-points, both groups need to demonstrate how their future economies can achieve the goal of sustainability.  Some of the argument so far over who is to pay for the changes that are needed has led to a stand-off - ‘you, developed countries, must pay, or we, developing countries, won’t play’.  NGOs have generally said that there must be 40% reduction in emissions by 2020.  The mechanism of carbon-trading, whereby the developed world buys the right to emit carbon in order to fund developing countries, more or less avoids the need to reduce emissions in an overall capacity.  A second major problematic area centres on the desire of the USA to move away from globally legally-binding limits so that nations can set their own national limits according to circumstances.  There is no easy solution to these arguments so far. 

Michael drew the conference’s attention to the campaign Plan2050.  This is aimed at all political parties to challenge them to develop energy policies which are realistic in the face of climate change.  Relying on the book, Sustainable Energy – Without the Hot Air, by David Mackay, he put forward the idea that real figures are available to match current aspirations to do better.  But to date no political party has adopted any real figures. 

Between the 2 keynote speakers the conference took part in an exchange with a panel of speakers who contributed perspectives from various spiritual traditions.  Participants included:  Sheikh Ibrahim Mogra (Muslim), Sue Richardson (Christian), Rod Duncan (Baha’i), Smita Shah (Jain), Sachin Nandha (Hindu), Gursharan Thandi (Sikh), Zee-Zee (Buddhist).  In various ways the religious traditions contained riches and resources for stretching the minds and vision of people, in order that the practical problems of making change can be grounded in something larger than human fear.  No matter the type worldview we subscribed to, the religions all spoke, with varying emphases, of interconnectedness, unity, responsibility, and non-possessiveness, and that inner spiritual perceptions require to be reflected by action in political, social and economic life.  Not only human beings, but the planet also deserves justice.  Taken as a whole, this discussion demonstrated what could be called ‘convergent religious hope’ on the themes of sustainability and mutuality.  There was a great need for the religions to think and act together on these fronts. 
The afternoon was taken up with five excellently-led workshops on the themes of: 
Eco-congregations/communities (led by Revd Andrew Quigley)

World development and climate change (led by Sue Richardson)

Climate Change psychology (led by Emily Hodgkinson)

Food – local and global (led by Anthony and Sandra Herbert) 

Global dimensions in education and schools (led by Clare Carr) 

The workshops were well attended, and this added to the overall positive effect of the day. 
Two running features contributed to the day’s interest:  
1)  a chance to enter the ‘spiritual caption’ competition, by supplying a caption for one of the 25 photographs of trees from around the world which had been taken and beautifully exhibited by Dr Shanthi Hettiarachchi from St.Philip’s Centre;  
2)  an opportunity to add a signature to the petition to be sent to Copenhagen asking for strong leadership on Climate Change.  Some delegates had brought signatures from their religious communities with them. 
Finally the conference photograph of delegates holding their 350 cards was taken for publicity purposes. 

Developments from the 350 campaign can be followed at www.350.org . 
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24th October 2009


International day of awareness & action on Climate Change








