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The world may have lost its “best
chance” to combat global warm-
ing effectively after 180 coun-
tries failed to agree terms in The
Hague last weekend, environ-
mentalists have said. 

Negotiations to agree con-
crete measures to implement
the 1997 Kyoto protocol col-
lapsed on Saturday after delega-
tions representing the European
Union and the United States
failed to agree measures to curb
the greenhouses gases heating
the planet. An eleventh hour
compromise, brokered by the
United Kingdom’s deputy prime
minister, John Prescott, and
involving significant US conces-
sions, was rejected by Germany,
France, Denmark, and Sweden. 

As a result, climate talks
remain in limbo until October
2001, when high level negotia-
tions are due to resume in Mar-
rakesh, Morocco. Dismayed US
environmental groups, however,
warned that the next US presi-
dent may turn his back on the
Kyoto treaty altogether. They
blamed European delegates for
scuppering negotiations in The
Hague by refusing to counte-
nance any compromise. 

“There is no excuse for hav-
ing walked away,” said Philip
Clapp, president of the National
Environmental Trust based in
Washington, DC. “This was
Europe’s best chance to achieve
a strong climate treaty. The win-
dow of opportunity may not
come again.” 

The US media also warned
over the weekend that US partici-
pation in future global climate
talks was by no means guaran-
teed. Frank Loy, the US chief
negotiator was widely quoted as
warning that “there would obvi-
ously be something of a hiatus (in
negotiations) until a new US
administration gets settled in
office, regardless of whether Gore
or Bush becomes president.”

The Republican dominated
US Senate has so far refused to
ratify the Kyoto treaty. Of the
two presidential candidates, Al
Gore supports the treaty where-
as George W Bush denounced it
as “unfair” during the election
campaign. 

In Europe, meanwhile, envi-
ronmentalists argued that if nec-
essary the treaty could be ratified
without the world’s biggest pol-
luter. “Since the US has taken no
domestic action to combat cli-
mate change, there is nothing to
lose by excluding them altogeth-
er,” said Tony Juniper, campaign
director at the environmental
charity Friends of the Earth. 

The Kyoto framework treaty
sets targets for industrialised
nations to reduce greenhouse

gas emissions by an average of
5% below 1990 levels by 2010. 

The Hague conference col-
lapsed over insistence by the
United States that that it be
allowed to offset some of its own
forests, which soak up carbon
dioxide, the main greenhouse
gas, against its Kyoto commit-
ments. The final US offer—which
reportedly followed a telephone
conversation between President
Clinton and Tony Blair—
involved slashing its original
demand that 310 million tonnes
of “forest” carbon a year be off-
set against its domestic commit-
ment and accepting a mere 40
million tonne trade-off. 

The dissenting EU countries,

however, claimed the compro-
mise would still allow the United
States to evade the higher fuel
prices common in Europe and
to escape too much of its
responsibility as the world’s
biggest polluter. 

“I am very disappointed,” said
Jan Pronk, the Dutch environ-
ment minister and conference
president, who had extended the
deadline by 24 hours to reach a
deal. “We have not lived up to the
expectations of the outside
world.” Margot Wallstrom, the
EU environment commissioner,
was more pragmatic: “The nego-
tiations were never going to be
easy, and in the end we simply
ran out of time.”
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Reducing greenhouse gases
would have immediate as well as
long term health benefits, the
World Health Organization
(WHO) argued at the climate
change summit. 

Researchers pointed to a
growing body of scientific evi-
dence attributing deaths to air
pollution. Reducing greenhouse
gases, they argued, also meant
cleaner air, and targeting fossil
fuel emissions in particular had
dramatic health benefits. 

Initial results from a study of
eight Italian cities suggest that
4.7% of total mortality—3500
deaths annually in a population
of 11 million—is caused through

cancer and respiratory and car-
diovascular diseases attributable
to air pollution. Researchers in
Switzerland, Austria, and France
claim that 6% of deaths in 
these countries are due to air
pollution, amounting to 40 000
deaths annually. 

Studies in cities in the former
East Germany have shown the
immediate health benefits of
cleaner air. Prevalence of bron-
chitis among children aged 5 to
14 years fell by about 10% in two
years in direct relation to
reduced concentrations of par-
ticulate matter. 

Dr Nino Künzli of the Basle
Institute of Social and Preven-

tive Medicine has used epi-
demiological techniques to
assess the health impact of air
pollution. He argued there was
considerable evidence that fos-
sil fuels were the key cause of
both climate change and air
pollution, which in turn today
caused death and morbidity.
“Mitigating greenhouse gases
will bring substantial short term
as well as long term health
benefits.”

Road transport was high-
lighted as the fastest growing
source of carbon dioxide,
responsible for 26% of such
emissions within the European
Union. Dr Carlos Dora from the
WHO’s European Centre for
the Environment and Health in
Rome argued that transport
policies which encouraged pub-
lic transport, walking, and
cycling had dramatic impacts on
health beyond climate change.

“We could reduce greenhouse
gases while reducing the risk of
heart disease, obesity, high
blood pressure, and diabetes.” 

Dr Roberto Bertollini, direc-
tor of technical support and
strategic development at the
WHO’s European regional
office, feared that climate
change negotiators too often
neglected the secondary, public
health benefits, even though this
meant saving lives. “We know of
the links between particulate
matter concentrations and mor-
tality. The big scenarios of bene-
fits by 2025 may not attract the
interest of policymakers and
public support in the same way
as the health considerations do
here and now.” 

The WHO estimates that, in
total, strategic climate policies
could prevent as many as eight
million deaths worldwide over
the next 20 years.

Reducing greenhouse gases will
have good short term effect
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Frank Loy, the US negotiator at the climate change conference, is hit
by a custard pie thrown by a protester 
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