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I post periodically about developments in the debate over solar geoengineering
(SRM) and its potential role in response to climate change. News accounts may
suggest that this debate moves fast, but it has three enduring, large-scale themes.
First, SRM presents high stakes for climate risks and response – which most
governments thus far have been reluctant to acknowledge. Second, it is crucial to
build effective and legitimate capacity for global governance of these capabilities,
including how they may interact with efforts to cut emissions and adapt to climate
change. And third, nations of the Global South are likely to play an influential,
perhaps crucial, role in developing this governance, for both politically pragmatic
reasons and moral ones.

Touching on all these themes, a recent meeting in South Africa – the Degrees Global
Forum, held in Cape Town from May 12 to 16 – was a crucial landmark in advancing
global dialogue on SRM. The Forum represented several firsts in debate on SRM, the
largest event to date, with the broadest global participation, and the first such
meeting located in, and with a majority of participants from, the Global South. It
may well mark the start of a truly global conversation on SRM.

The Forum was convened by the Degrees Initiative, which supports scientific
research on SRM by researchers in the Global South – now 35 research teams in 21

https://degreesglobalforum.org/
https://degreesglobalforum.org/
https://www.degrees.ngo/
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countries. The Forum and adjoining events convened five days of intensive
conversations on the science, technology, ecological and social impacts, public
perceptions, communication, law, governance, and ethics of SRM – with more than
100 presenters from 35 countries.

Beyond the numbers, this change in the scale and breadth of participation brought
a subtle but profound transformation in the character of the debate. While past
conversations on SRM have been dominated by similar groups of long-engaged
individuals and institutions, mostly senior and mostly from a few industrialized
countries, this one was mostly new people, including a surge in participation of
young people and youth-based organizations and a wide, diverse range of forceful,
expert voices from across the Global South.

This new scale and breadth of participation had a subtle but profound effect on the
conversations, which were more open, integrative, and pragmatic than I’ve heard
previously on this subject. Notably, while conversations on SRM have for years
involved a great deal of apologizing for even talking about SRM – a reaction, I
suspect, to the distress many participants feel at the severity of climate risks and
ongoing shortfall of other responses that make the conversation necessary, and to
the persistent criticisms and attacks directed against it – that was much less in
evidence here. This tone of agonized apology did not, fortunately, flip to uncritical
enthusiasm for SRM. Rather, conversation was marked by widespread recognition of
the importance of honestly addressing the topic, and acute awareness of the two
sides of SRM’s high stakes – its potential to bring large benefits, and its insufficiency
as a climate response with associated uncertainties, limitations, and governance
challenges. There was a clear and widely shared ambition, for practical, evidence-
informed inquiry and debate on the crucial question: what role, with what
limitations or risks, can SRM play in addressing the totality of grave climate-related
risks?

The Emmett Institute has a close and long-standing relationship with Degrees,
dating back to my service on the 2011 working group that launched an earlier
governance initiative that later evolved into Degrees. Former Emmett research
fellow Jesse Reynolds now serves as Chief of Staff of Degrees, following his service
as Executive Secretary of the Climate Overshoot Commission. I and former fellow
Holly Buck, now a faculty member at the University of Buffalo, both serve as
research collaborators for Degrees.

The Global Forum provided an opportunity to deepen the Emmett Institute’s

https://www.degrees.ngo/about/early-days/
https://www.degrees.ngo/about/our-team/
https://www.overshootcommission.org/
https://arts-sciences.buffalo.edu/environment-sustainability/faculty/faculty-directory/holly-buck.html
https://www.degrees.ngo/about/volunteers/
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partnership with Degrees. As a major supporter of the Forum, we contributed to
multiple sessions, including a plenary session I organized on anticipating coming
SRM governance needs, with comments by Andrew Light, former US Assistant
Secretary of Energy for International Affairs; Cynthia Scharf of the Centre for Future
Generations; and Jeroen Oomen of Utrecht University.

Juan Pablo Escudero Toro leading a session
with policymakers from five countries in Latin
America.

The most exciting role for Emmett in the Forum, however, was being invited to
convene and prototype the first Latin American regional policy-science dialog on
SRM. Held one day before the Forum, this dialog brought together Degrees-
supported researchers from across Latin America with policymakers from the
region, in an informal conversation to start the process of familiarizing regional
policymakers with the state of knowledge and capability on SRM, help researchers
understand policymakers’ knowledge needs, and start to build regional networks to
continue the dialog. Parallel regional dialogs were convened for Africa and Asia,
with the three groups then joining to exchange insights across regions.

Emmett-affiliated researcher Juan Pablo Escudero Toro assembled a formidable
group of highly engaged, respected, and well-connected officials and legislators
from five countries in Latin America to join this dialog. SRM was new to these
participants, and to their governments, but they immediately grasped its serious
implications for their region. Indeed, several expressed alarm that an issue of such
clear importance to their nations was so advanced and neither they nor their
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colleagues had ever heard of it. They dug in intensely and critically, at the regional
dialogs and throughout the Forum. By the end of the Forum each regional group
had already met again and made plans for continued networking and briefing with
expanded networks of colleagues in their regions. We at Emmett thank Degrees and
its founder Andy Parker, for their vision in pursuing this important work and for the
opportunity to contribute at the Forum. Thanks are especially due to our colleague
JP Escudero for working his magic to generate a remarkably effective deepening of
the dialog on SRM on very short notice.

Readers of my prior posts will know there has been heated discussion over the
appropriateness of discussing SRM, with some civil society groups and researchers
even arguing against research and governance consultations. These controversies
continued around the Forum, but in a way that gives a clear indication of the how
the character of debate has changed. One group that has long rejected researching
or discussing SRM issued a statement just before the Forum opening, criticizing its
being held in Cape Town as a neocolonialist threat to Africa. A group of 30 African
climate scientists issued a response a few days later, arguing the importance of
their research to build capacity to understand SRM’s risks and benefits as an
essential basis for informed African decisions. I urge the reader to read the two
statements and assess their relative persuasiveness.

It is expected that similar Global Forums will continue, at roughly two-year intervals.

https://handsoffmotherearth.org/resources/press-release-africa-is-not-a-laboratory-civil-society-denounces-degrees-global-forum/
https://www.degrees.ngo/african-scientists-respond-misrepresentations-solar-geoengineering-research/

