Climate Change and Youth and/in Local Governments
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Can young people help to increase awareness about climate change and its impacts working through local bodies? A perceptive and informative presentation by the UN-HABITAT Youth Advisory Board Member at the Local Government Climate Leadership Summit held in Copenhagen last week
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Young people like me represent half of the world population, And in developing countries, like mine, India, youth represent almost 60 per cent of the population. Some 15 cities of India are members of the ICLEI - Local Governments for Sustainability

The majority of youth, almost 70 per cent of all young people live in developing countries. Developing countries have many cities and towns that are emerging and growing. The general trend so far has been that people migrate and live in cities in their young age and then try to move out as they get older. There are many young people living in the cities today and are adapting to changing lifestyles. 
Currently, around 50 per cent of the world’s population lives in cities (set to reach 60 per cent by 2030). Yet cities consume some 75 per cent of the world’s energy and are responsible for 80 per cent of greenhouse gas emissions. Climate Change is a very serious issue of the 21st century and the role of youth in both mitigation and adaptation of Climate Change is very vital.

In the next two decades today’s youth will determine the different lifestyle pattern to increase or decrease carbon emissions. Thus both youth and local government are key actors for Adaptation.

How can cities improve resilience to climate change at the local level?

Building adaptive capacities to the adverse impacts of climate change at the city level requires planning, cooperation between authorities, citizens and the industry, underpinned by and based upon scientific research on the possible impacts. Areas which would be impacted and which would require adaptation in anticipation need to be identified prior to any action. Energy, Transportation and Water is likely to be some of the greatest challenges posed by climate change. Presently, most of the demand for energy is met through burning of fossil fuels; this trend to move from fossil fuel to alternative energy will be a very important step to mitigate climate change. Water will be an important issue both on the macro scale through flooding and sea level rise, and on the micro scale through scarce availability of drinking water.  The impacts of sea level rise are now well understood; as such coastal areas or cities near water are likely to suffer the greatest impacts from climate change. For a city like Bangalore or Hyderabad, in India, the impact of sea level rise and associated storm surges and flooding will make the availability of drinking water scarce, posing a major health and environmental risk. 

Any mitigation strategy will require effective coordination between the government, the citizens, the industry and most importantly the scientific fraternity which needs to provide reliable information based upon which sound and timely decisions can be made by the concerned authorities. Cooperation, understanding between each other and solidarity must be the rule. Young people, representing 60% of the world’s population and as the generation who are likely to be the most impacted by climate change, need to be recognized as a key stakeholder and equal voice in the climate debate.

In addition to general mitigation measures, steps like making rainwater harvesting mandatory for all entities, whether it be citizens, the corporate sector, civil society or government authorities, or placing ceilings on water consumption in the summer in an effort to save water, could greatly increase the availability of fresh water. Another sector which would require adaptation in the city would be human health, which could suffer enormously from climate change induced conditions – including flooding, increased daily maximum temperatures, loss of public buildings and facilities from sea level rise which are used to mitigate public health impacts. In this sector, building resilience would entail augmenting the capacities of the health care institutions, both private and public sector, in terms of both competent staff as well as appropriate infrastructure in order to deal with the rising instances of diseases related to climate change. 

How can we increase the levels of awareness, technical, human and financial capacities in order to localize climate change adaptation plans/policies?

Education is fundamental to solving the challenge of climate change as well as to increase adaptive capacities amongst people. Children must be educated from the earliest age possible on the impacts of climate change, with focus on the specific impacts noticeable in the locality and the region. Education must conform to the concept of Education for Sustainable Development, which presents an alternative to the way we live based on sustaining the resources of the planet to sustain ourselves and integrating the values and principles of sustainable development. They should be made to understand that the way they live has a huge and irreversible bearing on the environment. Environment and climate change should be made compulsory subjects, and education must be delivered outdoors as much as possible, especially where the impacts of climate change and environmental degradation are prominently visible. 

This awareness must be delivered to other citizens as well, through public service messages, messages on all government services such as telephone messages, bills, government correspondence etc. The government and the civil society must each undertake an active role in involving significant others, such as educational institutions, financing institutions such as industry, IFIs and banks in dialogue over climate change. A convergence of all players is necessary if human and financing capabilities are to be enhanced to deal with climate change. A state council comprising government representations, Civil Society Organizations, scientists and educational institutions, industry and financing agencies may be instituted to deal with the task of raising human, technical and financial capabilities.

How can we effectively engage communities in the development of adaptation actions?

This is similar to the task of developing city specific climate change adaptation programmes. The pivotal task is to first identify the communities that are most vulnerable from the impacts of climate change. These could include fishing villages along the coastline, high altitude communities or forest dwelling tribal communities, all of which are located in a susceptible zone or depend on resources that are sensitive to changes in the climate. 

Empowering young people in these communities is key to making change. We urge governments to provide skills training, education and opportunities for young people to effectively engage with climate change issues and deliver specific and relevant outcomes for their local communities. 

If communities have to be engaged in developing adaptation actions, it is necessary that they understand what is happening and what is causing it. Therefore, education in the local language, and preferably through the use of visual aids and action oriented activities, such as role plays etc. Once the community is sufficiently informed of the gravity of climate change and how they could be impacted by it, they may be engaged to develop their own adaptation plans. Adaptation must be anticipatory and non destructive to their way of life. 

The resilience of some communities to climate change is already well developed, especially those who live with annual flood events such as on major river deltas. We have much to learn from such communities about how to live with water and flooding. 

Adaptation actions which result in the community being relocated or losing their way of life is quite useless. They must identify their alternatives and prepare disaster preparedness and management plans. They must be urged to think of options available for every conceivable scenario possible. The community must be urged to work in conjunction with other similar communities nearby placed in a comparable situation. 

Again, networks of young people could be utilized to create connections and networks for knowledge sharing and capacity building. 
They must also think of long term adaptation requirements, such as sources of clean water and food, alternative transportation and communication facilities, health response etc.

What platforms/networks exist for sharing of experience and knowledge? Are they well developed to make meaningful interventions that impact on the lives of the poor in vulnerable countries?

Some youth organizations that are working in these lines and examples:

Indian Youth Climate Network and its chapters locally

Nepal Youth Climate Network

China Youth Climate Action Network

Australian Youth Climate Coalition

Asian Youth Climate Network
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