Emerging Sustainability London Symposium

At the Royal Society

December 14, 2010

Cutting the Gordian Knot

Towards the Emergence of Applied Complexity

in the Post-Cancun Context

A brief position paper by David Wasdell

Director of the Apollo-Gaia Project

Situation Summary Report

The Cancun compromise may have resolved the diplomatic dilemma, it falls far short of a solution to the climate crisis.  It is unlikely that pledges regarding the reduction or management of greenhouse gas emissions, made in the aftermath of the Copenhagen Accord and used as the basis for the Cancun agreement, can be delivered by the international community.  Even if they were, they imply the release of over 4,300 giga-tons of CO2 in contrast to the maximum budget of 750 GT alleged to ensure that we have a 50% chance of limiting temperature rise to a ceiling of 2ºC.  The pledges could still lead to carbon-dioxide concentrations of around 790 parts per million, way beyond the agreed target ceiling of 440 ppm.  Temperature change would likely exceed 4ºC by the end of this century.  Moreover, the ceiling of 2ºC is no longer seen as the safe guard-rail against the possibility of dangerous climate change.  It has been scientifically revised to represent the boundary between “dangerous” and “extremely dangerous” impacts.

The conservative estimate of climate sensitivity on which all the above figures are based does not take account of many of the complex positive feedback dynamics and is likely to be an underestimate of the earth system sensitivity by a factor of some 250%.  The current emissions-reduction pledges would therefore lead to an expected increase in average global surface temperature of over 10ºC.  As a consequence, there is no available budget of allowable emissions to be wrangled over by developed and developing nations.  The global community is already in massive CO2 overshoot and has to move towards a greenhouse-gas draw-down economy as a matter of extreme urgency.  The economic implications are grave and the prospects of a catastrophic humanitarian implosion are profound.

Emergent Characteristics in a Post-Cancun Context

Social dynamics in the fraught field of global climate-change negotiations are characterised by increasingly conflicted polarisation and multi-polar paralysis.

· Scientific analysis is lowering the threshold of dangerous climate change while raising the value of climate sensitivity, raising the rate of increase and peak value of expected temperature change, and shortening the time-scale for effective action in achieving a sustainable outcome.

· Economic instability, the devaluation of wealth and the diminishing of available surplus resources are reducing resilience of the global system.  The situation is compounded by the realisation that the servicing of massive debt, issued against the hope of future economic growth and dependent on freely available cheap energy, can no longer be guaranteed.

· The prospect of energy shortfall, the reality of shrinking water-resources, decaying food production and diminishing reserves, all combine with the context of escalating population to enhance the sense of imminent threat.

· Marginal and vulnerable populations are already experiencing the impingement of dangerous climate change.  Extreme weather events are becoming more frequent and low-lying coastal communities are starting to realise the implications of projected rise in sea-level.

· Extremely powerful vested interests perceive their own profitability and even survival, are unsustainable if effective, legally binding global action is taken to mitigate climate change.

· World-wide dis-information campaigns have been mounted in defence of these vested interests, undermining popular sanction for effective action.

· Political leadership, deeply dependent for sustainable power on the support of the vested interests and the sanction of an increasingly confused and ambivalent populace, is rendered impotent to take appropriately effective initiatives.

· There is a palpable sense of uncertainty, fear of impending catastrophe, collapse of confidence in future prosperity, and experience of foreshocks of diminishing personal and collective resources.  The response of emergent social unrest is being matched by concomitant measures of social control.

Emergent Responses

In this context, emergent responses appear to be developing in three directions:

1. Global level negotiations are still seeking to evolve towards a rigid, legally binding and enforceable international treaty, but are doing so under increasingly fraught conditions of conflicted polarisation.  Proposed solutions do not resolve the presenting problem.  Agreement is more and more difficult to reach.  The centre-periphery command and control solution is in a state of impasse.

2. Driven by a sense of urgency and frustration, there is a strong element of emergent oppositional protest and aggression towards those leaders and structures deemed responsible for the lack of action.  As hope is driven to despair by experience of impotence to make a difference, this counter-dependent movement is evolving towards a binary state of powerless depression and contrasting violent anarchistic dysfunctionality.

3. There is a growing wave of creative, self-organising, grass-roots activity that is taking responsibility for action into its own hands.  The phenomenon is exhibiting characteristics of emergent, multi-level complexity, vectored towards developing solutions of emergent sustainability from individual to global scales.

Analysis to Catalysis:  the Emergence of Applied Complexity

The situation provides a fertile field of study for social scientists engaged in the analysis of the phenomena of emergent complexity in the behaviour of multi-scalar social systems.  The global community can be regarded as a complex adaptive system evolving in conditions of turbulent feedback, diminishing resources, rising stress and accelerating change.  The predictable shift towards centralised protocols of rigid command and control is dysfunctional in the task of enabling transitional problem-solving, though it does reflect an attempt to manage extreme anxiety in the psychodynamics of social behaviour.

The compromise achieved by the world community in the Cancun agreement is caught in the proverbial Gordian Knot between what is politically acceptable and that which is scientifically necessary.  Cutting the Gordian Knot is now our most pressing priority.

To that end we will need to mobilise the research agenda of complexity science from pure analysis to applied catalysis, engaging in consultancy-research at every level of the world community.  The primary task would be “to enable and support the development of a co-evolutionary phase-change in human behaviour, resulting in the emergence of a sustainable civilisation within the limits of our finite planetary home”.
It is already possible to map out some of the characteristics of such an initiative:

· It would be marked by the courage to face the fierce reality of now in the context of the current state of planetary emergency.

· It would have a radical commitment to a process of reflexive triple-loop learning, personal and collective transformation, and practical multi-scalar behavioural change.

· It would work to establish a vectored field of emergent values and convergent objectives within which synergistic emergence of autopoiesis would be constrained.

· It would catalyse the rapid viral spread of replicating multi-scalar cellular networks with maximum connectivity and optimum interactivity.

· It would need to develop the capacity to go to scale within the time constraints imposed by the realities of global climate dynamics.

· It would support the application of leading edge resources of communications technology and active simulation in the service of the emergent global learning community.

· It would refuse to be bought off in collusion with the powerful vested interests which would inevitably mount a counter-response to emergent sustainable solutions.

· It would draw on a continuously evolving level of insight into the psycho-social dynamics of human transformation.

· It would need the resources of a co-ordinating hub, or distributed co-processing network of such resources.

The outstanding question is how best to proceed.
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