The greatest moral conundrum of our time ... until the next one
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ast year, we were told, the
most impaortant issue for
the country - for the planet
- was greenhouse gas eimis-
sions. This meant the Sen-
ate had to pass the government's
carbon pollution reduction scheme.

Itwassourgent ithad to be legis-
lated before the end of the year, and
before the summit in Copenhagen.

Wewere led o believe ifthe Senate
refused to passthe legislation there
wotld be adouble dissolution of Par-
liament. The Liberal leader, Malcolm
Turnbull, warned this would lead toa
humiliating election defeat for the
Coalition. Kevin Rudd declared cli-
mate change “the great moral and
ceonomic challenge ol our time™,

Mo the legislation has become less
important than geiting 20 per cent of
the GST from the states so the govern-
mentoan rearrange inancingin the
hospital system, Cana momentous
moral challenge fizzle out like this? Or
are vou beginning to suspect all the
crisis was politically driven?

I'was thinking about this on Sat-
urday night during Earth Hour - when
peaple areurged totarn off their
lights toshow they support reducing
greenhouse gases and saving the
planet. Four years ago newspapers
ran front-page pictures ol Sydneyin
darkness as people evervwhere
switched off theirlights and contem-

plated the impending doon that los-
sil fuel electricity would bring upon
us., Earth Hoor did notattract such
prominent coverage thisyear. Most
front pages ranwith pictures of the
formula one grand prixin Melbourne
- agas-guzzling, high-octane car race
that isshown onmillions of plasma
sereens guzzling electricity all around
the world. Itis hard to think of any-
thing less devoted 1o renewabile
energy and carbon reduction.

The Victoriam and NSW govern-
ments are so concerned Elllﬂlllﬁiif-
cmissions they are competing against
each other with taxpayvers” money 1o
get future rights to host the event.

What amazes e is the way this
greenhouse campaign can be
switched onand switched ofTas
quickly as the lightsduring Earth
Hor, And Tor the moment the gov-
eronment has decided toswitch itoll
sowecan all get back totalking about
health funding.

Curmenthly Anglican newspaper
broadly reflects the prevailing pro-
gressive lelt opinion. In the December
issuie, in the lead-up o the govern-
mentssellimposed timetable for
securing the eimissions trading legisla-

tion, it ran fourextensive articles onthe

need foraction over climate change. 1
published no contrary views,

I fact, the Copenhagen sumimit
was given more column inches than
Christmas, which isquite an achieve-
ment fora religious newspaper, Bt
the issue has hardly registered inthe
newspaper sinee. Even though noth-
ing has happened, the urgeney has
gone out ol the campaign.

The activists [rom NGOs who lew
to Copenhagen to get urgent action
on carbon cmissions have gone back

totheir previous canses. This doesn’
mean theyare insincere - on the con-
trary. [U's just that their enthusiasm
can be heightened orlessencd with
adroit management from the political
professionals running the govern-
ment'selection vear agenda.

Pwatched this issue elevated in the
lead-up o the 2007 election, when it
was used toillustrate how the Howard
government was old, tired and out of
tovuch. ltwas brought to fever pitch
late last vear towedge the Coalition.

Without any immediate political tar-
gel,itlies dormant. But Lexpect itwill
b back for the election - probalily in
anattack on the Coalition's policy on
direct abatement measures. Which is
why the publlicisentitled 1o getalinle
cynical. You never hear Rudd arguing
for an emission trading scheme asif he
really believesitis *the great moral and
economicissue challenge ol oor time™.
He raisesit, he drops i it comesand it
goes - like all the otherissues ol the
regular media cyele.

Those scientists who made cxagger-
ated claimsabout the Himalayan gla-
ciers undermined trustin the science
behind global warming, And those
politicians who made exaggerated
claims about their policy proposals
have undermined trust on the political
issue. [hwould have been better to e
honest enough toadmit the uncerain-
ties, and acknowledge the downside of
their policy. Asitis, Earth Hour has
become anaptmetaphor for their tac-
tical approach —atime wospread dark-
ness, rather thanillumination,
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