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Hello Net Zero World. This is Ian Sutton, and today is April 19, 2022. Welcome to our series
‘Net Zero by 2050: Technology for a Changing Climate’.
The title of this particular talk is “The Name of Action”. We consider why so little action has
been taken on climate change, and what we may be able to do to improve the situation. In
particular, we will discuss which organizations can provide badly needed leadership.
If you would like to see the written version of this talk, please check in at the address
shown.
Once more, welcome, and thank you for joining us.
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Hamlet’s Soliloquy
And enterprises of great pith and moment
With this regard their currents turn awry,
And lose the name of action.

Probably the most famous speech in English literature is Hamlet’s “To be or not to be”
soliloquy. Toward the end of the speech Hamlet wonders why it is so difficult to take bold
action. (The picture is of Mel Gibson playing that role.)
<text>
What Hamlet says certainly applies to the climate change situation. It is one of “great pith
and moment” – one that could lead to calamities all the way up to the collapse of societies.
And time is not on our side. If we had acted 50 years ago we could have managed climate
change without major disruptions. But, despite all the warnings, our response has been
feeble and inadequate. In other words, we have lost the name of action.
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Industry

Why?

Government
(“They”)
Individual

Why are we not acting? One reason may be that we do not know who is expected to
provide the necessary leadership.
Broadly speaking, when it comes to action, there are three types of organization that can
provide leadership. All are important and necessary, all have a critical role to play, and
there is a lot of interaction between them. But their actions and goals are different.
The first type of organization is government, both national and international. When people
say that “they” should do something about climate change, those people usually mean the
government. The first picture shows the U.N. General Assembly – the ultimate international
body.

The second type of organization that can address climate change is business and
industry, including the oil companies. The picture is of an electric vehicle produced
by Cadillac. I’d like to drive one of those.
Third we have individuals and small organizations, including many non-profits. The picture
shows some of the potatoes that I planted earlier this month in our back yard.
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These three groups overlap. One person can lobby his government, support low
energy business initiatives, and live a simpler lifestyle.
All are important; all are necessary. But they are different.
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Government

As we have just pointed out, most people expect
governments to provide climate change leadership.
Unfortunately, results to date are discouraging. The chart
shows annual emissions of carbon dioxide in gigatons

(that is billions of metric tons) starting around the
year 1950. We see that, despite all the statements of
intent and the many policy proposals that have been
written and accepted, our emissions are increasing
inexorably. The chart also shows how fast those emissions
must decrease if we are to achieve a Net Zero by 2050
goal.
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It’s not realistic. Governments have failed to control
climate change.
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Personal

Let’s think about the response of individuals and small groups.
The personal response is vitally important. Not only can we, as individuals, reduce
our impact on the climate, we can help prepare society for what is likely to be a
much lower tech future.
But we need to be realistic as to what can be done. For example, the potatoes that I
planted earlier this month were delivered to the farm store using the same supply
chains that deliver food to supermarkets. If those supply chains fail, then we will
receive neither the seed potatoes nor the potatoes in the stores.
None of this is easy.
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Activists

One special group of individuals is the activists. They publicly protest against the
organizations that cause climate change and against the governments who do not act.
Here we see a picture of probably the best known of these activists: Greta Thunberg.
We admire the courage and energy of these people, but we also need to recognize that
they rarely offer realistic solutions – they themselves lack the “name of action”.

Protesting is important, but it is not enough.
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Business
and
Industry

We come now to the third group: business and industry – the focus of the posts,
books and videos at this site. Their role is is the general theme of this site. Here is a
very quick overview; we will provide much more detail in later posts and videos.
Many companies are leading the climate change response. They have two related
motives for doing so. First, they want to be commercially successful. They recognize
that the market place for their products is changing radically and fast. They want to
stake out a leadership role.
Shown here are three of the companies that are striving for that leadership. Ford is
staking its future on electric vehicles, Google is investing heavily in carbon capture
technology and Occidental (the picture is of the CEO Vicki Hollub) is moving out of
the oil business into other forms of energy development and marketing.
Many of these companies have something of a bad guy image. This applies
particularly to the oil companies. They are the ones who find, extract, refine and
sell the oil products that make the carbon dioxide that enters the atmosphere. So, it
is argued, they are the ones to blame for the climate crisis.
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Of course, most of these companies do, in fact, have something of a spotty record.
But this does not mean that they have nothing to offer to a world that is moving
away from fossil fuels. They offer skills in project management, marketing and
investment.
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Competition
and
Innovation

What drives these companies is competition. None of them want to wind up in the
same place as Kodak or Sears Roebuck; they want to avoid their own Kodak
moment. Any company can lose its leadership in a surprisingly short period of time.
How will these companies establish climate change leadership and possibly help
society avoid a climate calamity? They will do it with innovation — including new
technologies, marketing and management systems.
Is it too little too late? Time will tell. But we can expect these companies to do
better than government bodies.
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Conclusions
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This brings us to the end of this brief presentation. We elaborate on many of the
topics discussed here in other posts and videos at the web address shown. For now,
let us conclude with the following statements.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Governments, businesses and individuals all have a critical role to play in
addressing climate change. The hour is late; the hour is very late. We need to
act.
Governments have not provided leadership, and there are few signs that they
will do so.
Business and industry is already providing leadership. They are driven by the
need to succeed (and to avoid failure).
Technology is not a magic wand, but it may help us come up new ways of
thinking and operating.
It is possible, not likely, but possible, that innovation provided by commercial
companies will help address the climate crisis. We will see.

Overall, we need to gain “the name of action”.
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Once more, thank you for joining us. Don’t forget, if you would like to see the
transcript of this presentation, check in at the address shown.
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