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organisations holding the power to make a difference.
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The Forecast for Tomorrow is a snapshot of the 
current climate for change in the UK, a country 
deeply torn by good and bad climate policies 
and actions among business, the public and 
government – with each group inextricably 
bound by the actions of the others; and each 
one holding the power to determine whether  
or not we can look forward to a cleaner, fairer 
and safer world.  

Whether the UK succeeds or fails in achieving 
its emissions-reduction targets and in becoming 
a leader in international climate negotiations 
depends on whether good or bad policies and 
actions prevail. At stake are the lives and liveli- 
hoods of millions of poor people around the 
world, who will suffer first and worst from 
climate change despite being the least 
responsible for it.

Hot air, or promises fulfilled?
Within the UK, some of the world’s best, most 
inspiring progress in tackling climate change  
is already happening. These solutions far and 
away outstrip the ambition of the weak carbon 
reduction targets now being contested in 
international climate negotiations. They give 
great credence to the UK as a genuine world- 
leader in tackling climate change. Conversely, 
at the same time, a powerful coterie of interests 
is locked together in the kind of dirty, regressive 
actions and policies that could undo this 
progress and derail the UK’s emissions targets. 
They undermine the UK’s international 
standing and, if unchecked, will help lock the 
world into a future that will be catastrophic, 
particularly for the world’s poorest and most- 
vulnerable people. 

The ‘litmus test’ for which one of these 
competing behaviours will gain ascendancy will 
be the political decisions being made in the UK 

 “ Climate change is not a future projection; it is affecting people now, right here 
in the Maldives and all around the planet. It is affecting their lives, livelihoods, 
and human rights; and these effects are getting progressively worse. It is 
therefore vital, in order to protect the lives and rights of people in the most 
vulnerable communities, that the leaders of the industrialised world show 
leadership and solidarity with people in small developing countries who  
have contributed almost nothing to climate change and yet who stand  
to suffer the most from its consequences.”
H.E. Mr Abdulllah Shahid,  
Minister of Foreign Affairs of The Maldives, July 2008 

over the next few months. These 
include whether a new coal-fired 
power plant at Kingsnorth, in Kent, 
UK,  gets the go-ahead, how 
progressive the UK’s Climate  
Change Bill becomes, and whether 
UK renewable-energy targets will 
enable it to take a leading role in  
the EU. These decisions and the 
political, corporate, and social 
climate they reflect will have a huge 
bearing on the UK’s standing in the 
international climate negotiations in  
Poznan (Poland) in December 2008 and  
in Copenhagen (Denmark) in 2009.

Taking the lead 
The UK is acknowledged as a leader in 
international climate politics. But how well is 
the rhetoric matched by actions? How seriously 
can others take the UK, when carbon dioxide 
(CO2) emissions from key sectors of 
its economy keep rising? And these 
emissions are higher still if its share 
of international shipping and 
aviation emissions is also included.

The UK government’s leadership 
in international negotiations must 
be matched by decisive action at 
home to ensure that the UK cuts 
emissions first, fastest, and furthest. 
This means recognising the positive 
inter-relationships happening now 
between public, private and 
government behaviour and creating 
the climate for these to flourish 
– while ditching the negatives. The 
UK must set ambitious targets and 
put in place the means to achieve 
them if it is to play its part in 

“The climate is 
unpredictable now.  
Some people in our village 
are being accused of 
putting a curse on the rain. 
But is it really people here 
who are damaging the rain 
patterns and our climate?”
Martina Longom, Caicaoan 
Village, Uganda

“We are very surprised to 
know that the UK, that we 
use as a positive example 
in putting climate change 
as a top priority on its 
agenda, has failed to do 
much change on the 
ground. If the UK fails then 
what can the rest of the 
world do? This inaction is 
being realised by the rest  
of the world, and will 
de-motivate all countries, 
especially developing 
countries, from making any 
future commitments.” 
Wael Hmaidan , IndyAct – 
The League of Independent 
Activists, Lebanon
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ambitions of the G8 aim for 50 per cent 
reductions by 2050 (without even setting  
a base year) – falling far short of the drastic 
action needed.

l The Department for Environment, Food  
and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) ground-breaking 
UK Climate Change Bill will be the  
world’s first long-term, legally-
binding framework to tackle 
climate change.

l National Grid has not only  
set its own ambitious emissions-
reduction target of cutting 1990 
levels by 80 per cent by 2050, but 
it has also set out a vision for how 
it would play its part in helping 
achieve that target for the  
UK as a whole. 

l The Scottish Government’s climate plans 
could result in the most-demanding statutory 
emissions reduction targets in the world:  
a cut of 80 per cent of 1990 levels by 2050.

l Marks and Spencer (M&S) is leading the way 
among UK retailers to look not just at its 
direct emissions but also to address the 
emissions generated through its supply  
chain and consumer use of its products –  
vital if we are to address the UK’s wider 
carbon footprint.

l The Greater London Authority (GLA) is 
recognised internationally as leading one of 
the cities that has gone furthest to address 
climate change, and its plans to reduce 
emissions by 60 per cent of 1990 levels by 
2025 far exceed those of the UK government.

l Among the UK public, a clear climate for  
change has emerged. Hundreds of ‘low-carbon 
communities’ around the country are taking 
action at the local level and building a grassroots 
movement for change. More and more people are 
taking action in their individual lives to reduce 
their personal carbon footprints. Climate change 
is now the focus of a mass movement of non-
government organisations, campaign and 
protest groups – the largest since the anti-poverty 

and debt protests of the late 1990s.

averting global climate catastrophe. The 
decisions that government and the private 
sector take now, particularly in their energy  
and transport investments, together with the 
public’s response, will determine the UK’s 
‘climate forecast’ for the crucial decades ahead. 

The UK must lead the way in tackling climate 
change to help relieve the impact of global 
warming on millions of poor people who are 
being hit hardest, despite contributing least to 
the problem. This includes the UK supporting 
poor countries and communities to adapt to the 
inevitable consequences of climate change. But 
the only way to prevent further violation of 
their rights to life, security, subsistence, food, 
and health is to keep global warming below 
2°C. Rich countries must act now to reduce 
emissions; and this is why Oxfam’s ‘Forecast’ 
focuses on mitigating our climate impact.

Tomorrow’s outlook: bright and fair, 
or storm clouds gathering?
The organisations mentioned in this summary 
– and in our full report1– are included because 
they can help determine the UK’s future. And, 
in turn, help to influence the whole world’s 
future. The decisions and direction they take 
must inspire others to follow their lead. By 
being committed to well-considered policy-
making, practices, and behaviours, they will 
play an influential part in tackling the ever-
increasing threat of climate change. 

A bright future
Highlighted in our ‘forecast’ are some truly 
world-beating examples of good business 
practice, government policy and public action 
that show a massive demand for a bright and 
fair future, and the will and ability to achieve it.

l BT in the UK has one of the most-ambitious 
targets for reducing emissions of any private-
sector company or government in the world: 
cutting 1996 emissions levels by 80 per cent 
by 2016 (which it is well on the way to 
meeting, having reduced its emissions by  
58 per cent already). By contrast, the latest 

“The UK government is no 
exception to the ‘Jekyll and 
Hyde’ relationship with the 
climate change issue. Bold 
actions to rethink trade and 
limits to growth are 
necessary.”
 Vanaja Ramprasad, researcher 
and nutritionist, India.

1 Find it online at http://www.oxfam.org.uk/resources 3



Storm clouds gathering
However, these inspiring solutions are being 
undermined by the actions and policies of a 
powerful few. Current UK trends are worrying, 
suggesting that bad ‘business as usual’ 
behaviour is winning out. Emissions in key 
polluting sectors such as transport and power 
– together responsible for 57 per cent of the 
UK’s CO2 emissions – are rising. On present 
performance, the UK will miss its domestic  
2010 CO2 target of reducing emissions to  
20 per cent below 1990 levels.i Oxfam has 
identified examples of current business, 
government and public behaviour that the 
organisation believes show a frightening 
disregard for the imperative to tackle  
climate change:

l Shell is set to triple its investments in 
‘unconventional’ oil, which is around  
three times more polluting to produce  
than conventional oil.ii 

l The Department for Transport (DfT) is 
offering false solutions to rising transport 
emissions by pushing biofuels targets, 
despite growing scientific consensus that 
biofuels are not a solution to climate change 
– and may directly increase poverty. The 
Department also lacks a coherent plan  
to curb transport emissions in the  
crucial short -term.

l E.ON wants to build the first new coal-fired 
power station in the UK since 1974, which 
could open the way for at least five others.  
If approved, this new plant would jeopardise 
the UK’s 2020 emissions targets and critically 
undermine the UK’s international legitimacy 
and influence.

l The Export Credit Guarantee Department 
(ECGD) provides billions pounds of public 
support to high-carbon projects around the 
world – with no plans to set emissions-
reduction targets.

l Influential business lobby, The Confederation 
of British Industry (CBI), is seeking to water- 
down key climate policies, such as the 
Renewable Energy Strategy and the UK 

Climate Change Bill, while 
backing such high-carbon 
infrastructure as new unabated 
coal and airport expansion.

l The government department 
responsible for energy policy,  
the Department of Business, 
Enterprise and Regulatory 
Reform (BERR), is beset by 
incoherence, threatening to 
approve a new generation of 
coal-fired power plants that will 
undermine its own progress in 
promoting renewable energy.  

l The UK public is understandably 
confused about the causes of 
climate change, with 60 per cent 
still doubting whether humans 
contribute to global warming. 
Given this misunderstanding, it is 
not surprising that only 13 per 
cent think they need to make 
significant changes to their lifestyles.  
This confusion provides an easy excuse  
for inertia, with a majority expecting 
government or business to act first. Those 
who do take personal action are being misled 
into investing their efforts into less-effective 
ways of tackling climate change, such as 
re-using plastic bags, instead of focusing on 
the real climate gains to be made in energy 
and transport.

What do we mean by the  
‘climate for change’?
Our ‘forecast’ features 18 case studies that  
have been chosen to illustrate key principles 
that Oxfam believes are vital to achieving the 
changes we need to combat climate change.  
We have researched six examples that illustrate 
good climate policy and practice across the 
private sector (M&S, National Grid and BT) and 
government (DEFRA, the Scottish Government 
and the GLA). We have also profiled six examples 
of policy and practice that jeopardise the UK’s 
progress in tackling climate change – three 

“It is unacceptable that  
the most vulnerable 
women and men who  
have contributed least to 
emissions will be the first 
and hardest hit by climate 
change.  The impact of 
climate change is real and 
it is now.  We are already 
witnessing the negative 
changes on people’s lives 
in Bangladesh – we don’t 
have 20, 30, 40 years to 
decide – we must cut 
emissions now and put the 
right funding in place to 
assist vulnerable women 
and men in their fight with 
climate change.” 
Heather Blackwell, 
Bangladesh Country  
Director, Oxfam GB
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from the private sector (Shell, E.ON and the CBI) 
and three from government (BERR, ECGD and 
the DfT).

Their rated performance is represented in  
the graph below.

Our remaining case studies focus on beliefs, 
attitudes and actions among the UK public  
that show the positive and negative forces that 
influence – and are influenced by – business  
and government. The public examples are  
not represented on this graph. 

What needs to happen?
l Oxfam believes, in line with the latest science, 

that global emissions need to fall to at least  
80 per cent below 1990 levels by 2050. Rich 
countries must move first, fastest, and furthest  
to cut emissions, with global emissions  
peaking by 2015.

l To achieve the radical emissions cuts required to 
avoid disastrous consequences for poor people, 
Oxfam believes we need to shift investment away 
from the dirtiest fossil fuels towards renewables.

l Oxfam believes that creating and implementing 
progressive public policy on climate change is 
core, both in reducing emissions and in demons-
trating that government actions live up to the 
rhetoric. But government cannot act without 
backing from the private sector and the public:  
all three must create the conditions for change.
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The ‘perfect storm’
None of these actors or examples alone can 
determine the UK’s climate forecast. Rather, 
they are illustrative of two contradictory 
‘weather fronts’ vying for dominance across  
UK businesses, government departments and 
the public: the ‘high pressure’ area that can 
help usher in a bright, fair future, versus the 
‘low pressure’ area that threatens to lead  
us to climate disaster. 

Each sector – business, public and 
government – is bound up in the behaviour  
of the others, both for good and for bad, each 
influencing the others. Ultimately, these forces, 
together, are deciding how we are going to 
regulate, invest, buy, sell, and vote our way to 
cut UK emissions and help keep the increase in 
the world’s temperature to below 2°C. Just as no 
single group alone can guarantee a low-carbon 
future any more than lock us into a high-carbon 
one, equally, none can abdicate responsibility  
in creating the climate for change.

Our nine ‘fair weather’ case studies 
demonstrate the kind of creativity, ambition, 
and innovation vital to achieve the radical 
changes necessary. Demand from one side 
creates supply from another; public outcry 
emboldens serious government action; strong 
regulation prompts market confidence and 
investments in cleaner technologies. These  
are the forces that could guarantee a more 
stable climate.

M&S, for example, has launched an ambitious 
programme of reform – ‘Plan A’ – ‘...because 
there is no Plan B’ – in part in response to its 
own consumers: ‘Customers… told us they 
wanted to understand the bigger picture and 
that they expected M&S to take a lead on issues 
like climate change and waste. Because we 
believe in giving our customers what they want, 
and in keeping at least half-a-step ahead of them 
as we do so, we responded with Plan A.’ At the 
same time, M&S is using the knowledge it is 
developing on renewable energy with its 
suppliers to pressure government for  
supportive regulation.2 

On the other hand, 
confusion, an inertia born 
of fear, and special interests 
conspire to undermine 
confidence in the 
possibility of change,  
and help to shut down 
alternatives. Companies 
blame consumers for not 
wanting to ‘go green’; 
government does not trust 
the public to back its green 
reforms; the public blames 
government and 
corporations for not offering solutions…  
the list goes on. This is the ‘perfect storm’  
of forces that could lead to climate chaos.

By way of example, the government 
department that sets our energy policy, BERR, 
appears committed to a coal-fired future.iii If 
built, the new Kingsnorth power station, in 
Kent, UK, will mean any progressive carbon- 
emissions reduction target the UK sets will go 
up in smoke – and with it its position as a global 
leader in tackling climate change. BERR is in 
part responding to pressure from generators 
like E.ON that decide how to invest in the UK’s 
energy future. E.ON in turn points to its 
consumers, who demand the electricity it 
produces, ‘The environmental impact of how 
our energy is generated is important for energy 
customers. But, for most of them, the two most 
pressing issues are how much they pay for their 
energy and whether it is available when  
they need it.’iv 

“For changes to take place 
on the scale and speed 
required by the planet, 
integrated actions by 
governments, enterprises, 
institutions and individuals 
must be taken. Each of 
these actors can influence 
the behaviour of the others 
powerfully.” 
Marina Silva,  
Senator and former Brazilian 
Environment Minister.

2 The Climate Group (2007) ‘Viewpoint: Stuart Rose, http://www.theclimategroup.org/index.php/viewpoint/stuart_rose/ 
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Creating the climate for change
The coming months, before the end of 2008 are vital, 
both domestically and internationally, for the UK. 

l At the end of September, the government  
closes its consultation on the Renewable  
Energy Strategy. At stake is the UK’s contribution 
to meeting the EU’s target of renewables 
representing 20 per cent of energy  
production by 2020.

l This autumn, the ground-breaking Climate 
Change Bill will be finalised, with the UK 
revealing its commitment to ambitious  
emissions reductions by 2050.

l In the next few months, the UK will decide 
whether or not to build its first coal-fired  
power plant since the 1970s.

l By the New Year, the draft Scottish Climate 
Change Bill will be introduced into the  
Scottish Parliament.

l September and October see a flurry of consult-
ations and meetings at the EU to determine the 
Climate and Energy Packages to be adopted by the 
European Parliament in December and finally 
agreed later by EU member states;

l In December, the midway point between Bali  
in 2007 and Copenhagen in 2009, the UK will  
be a key player in crucial climate talks in Poznan, 
Poland, where the world will decide on targets 
that would avert catastrophic climate change.

Playing our part
Oxfam is dedicated to fighting the causes of poverty. We are working to prevent and reduce harm  
caused to the environment by our own operations, and we aim to become an exemplary low-carbon 
organisation. Over the next three years, we will reduce our UK greenhouse gas emissions by 27 per cent 
– and will include ‘indirect’ emissions, such as staff travel, paper usage, and the methods we adopt to 
deliver relief equipment by airfreight to emergency zones.

Some of the case studies highlighted in this report go 
to the heart of these vital decisions – but all of them 
illustrate the struggle within the UK today to create a 
climate for change. 

At a fork in the road: towards  
a bright tomorrow?

The UK’s forecast for tomorrow is in the balance – 
between creating a low-carbon future and carrying 
on business as usual. The UK can show inspiring 
leadership on the global stage if it is backed by 
working solutions that prove what is possible,  
setting a precedent for other rich countries to follow. 
Climate change can be tackled. But for this to 
happen, the world’s leaders, 
decision-makers – and all of  
us – must act together. 
Ultimately, which way the 
wind blows is up to each and 
every one of us. Years of 
excessive carbon emissions 
have altered today’s climate. 
Now, we in the UK have a 
chance to help decide the 
forecast for tomorrow. It could 
not matter more to millions of 
poor and vulnerable people 
around the world. 

“The issue of equity is 
crucial. Climate affects us 
all, but does not affect us all 
equally. Those who are least 
able to cope are being hit 
hardest. Those who have 
done the least to cause the 
problem bear the gravest 
consequences.”  
U.N. Secretary-General  
Ban Ki-moon.

i In 2006, the latest year for which data are available, the UK was exceeding its 2010 domestic CO2 target by 17 per cent or 80,578,000 tonnes (UNFCCC 
reporting format – i.e. excluding international bunkers)  (DEFRA (2008) ‘e-Digest Statistics about: Climate Change’, http://www.defra.gov.uk/environment/
statistics/globatmos/index.htm).
ii Conventional oil extraction generates an average of 28.6kg CO2 equivalent per barrel, whereas extraction from oil sands emits between 80 and 135kg 
CO2 equivalent per barrel, depending on the method of extraction.  Extracting oil in situ using steam or other forms of heat is more carbon intensive than 
mining (WWF and The Co-operative Bank (2008) ‘Unconventional Oil: Scraping the bottom of the barrel?’ London: WWF).
iii Energy Minister Malcolm Wicks told The Guardian newspaper recently, ‘If as some kind of gesture we said “no” to new coal-fired power stations, we would 
be in a very difficult position of not being able to develop [Carbon Capture and Storage] technology ourselves. It requires some new coal-powered fire 
stations for the technology to develop.’  See: http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/2008/aug/08/carboncapturestorage.fossilfuels.
iv E.ON (2007) ‘Carbon, Cost and Consequences’, http://www.eon-uk.com/generation/carboncostandconsequences.aspx 
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The power of

www.oxfam.org.uk/do

climate action changes everything

do bike
do walk
do bus
do train
do community

do pressure 
do bulbs
do grow
do donate
do re-use
do share
do swap
do recycle
do tell friends

do lifestyle changes

do fruit and veg

do charity shop

do train holiday

do car share
do carbon count

do insulate
do plant
do renewable

do demand action

do smart meter

do cavity walls

do green energy

do smart
do change
do shout
do influence
do wind farms

do lobby
do future

Be Humankind a member of

Oxfam is a registered charity in England and Wales No 202918 and Scotland SCO 039042. Oxfam GB is a member of Oxfam International.


