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Credentialed int'l speaker at local gathering warns of sustainability, climate change crises
Public figures, celebrities must raise their voices on these issues, he says
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International sustainability expert Tapio Kanninen speaks to the Port Chester/Rye Brook chapter of One World United and Virtuous on Jan. 15.
By Michael Iachetta


In hip circles, there's a new word called YOLO-the acronym for you only live once-making the rounds. In Port Chester/Rye Brook there is a group living up to the best meaning of that word, albeit not in the carpe diem eat, drink and be merry sense because tomorrow you may die but rather in the globally-concerned sense. Their goal is to make the world a better place in the here and now and leave it a better place after they've gone.

They gathered together as they do every three weeks or so in a North Main Street building on Jan. 15 for their latest foray into the world of ideas that can hopefully be made reality and wound up listening to the tick tock of the Doomsday Clock during a Finnish international expert's chilling talk on the "Crisis of Global Sustainability," which happens to be the title of his latest book.

What made that talk even more chilling was its focus on "global survivability" in the wake of climate change, global warming, Polar Vortex, weather whiplash, carbon emissions, greenhouse gases in the atmosphere, burning fossil fuel, arctic and Antarctic melt, economic pain and heady stuff like that.

As those provocative words filled the air, the Messianic (Helsinki accent on the mess) lecturer and the well-informed local gathering wondered aloud whether the government and bodies like the UN were doing enough about all of the above. Or were those governmental agencies asleep at the switch, or at least dozing, while lobbyists for coal, oil and varying carbon fuels crooned their soothing, moneyed and self-interest-filled lullabies of denial.

It was like Paul Revere had come to town crying his modern-day version of the Redcoats are coming, the

Redcoats are coming and almost everyone was living their own version of the silent spring in denial of potential consequences stemming from allowing the same old, same old to continue when it comes to disruptions in our weather, food supply, land and more, no matter how you Technicolor coat it.

In brief, it was the latest meeting of the Port Chester/Rye Brook chapter of One World United and Virtuous designed to take character education global one person at a time with its mission to educate, empower and connect in a way that will create a forum for children and young

adults to acquire the knowledge, attitudes and skills they will need to succeed in an increasingly

interdependent world. In essence, the group is out to save the world, chapter by chapter, by casting a wide net in trying to get the regulatory powers that be to turn over a new leaf. They are trying to do more than talk the talk while focusing on what international theorists are talking about on issues ranging from Iran to Iraq, Asia and the West, the global economy to, in this instance, sustainability and

climate change. So the locals and their global counterparts are trying to bring about change by taking their mission into the schools while aiming to create a global network of One World Clubs in elementary, middle and high schools and community organizations such as the Port Chester/Rye Brook One World chapter led by Executive Director Jack Zaccara and founder Joe Carvin (Rye Town supervisor and former Congressional candidate) and his wife Rozalyn.

Dangers of unrestrained growth

On this latest meeting night around 25 people gathered to hear heavily credentialed international sustainability expert Tapio Kanninen discuss his book in an unlikely version of Plato's Cave with its flickering, fiery shadows of the truth on global warming, sustainability and the like depicted in a narrated slide show lecture played out in suite 203 at 163 North Main St., one flight or a short elevator ride up in a building seemingly growing almost directly alongside the Peruvian Acuario and Indian Tandoori restaurants with the sounds of commuter trains rumbling occasionally in the background along with a salsa/meringue/ samba beat from downstairs.

With a background ranging from the UN to the Project on Sustainable Global Governance to the Institute for International Studies at the Graduate Center for the City University of New York, Kanninen matter-of-factly highlighted what he called the dangers of unrestrained economic growth and possible collapse of the global economy during the first decades of the 21st century.

Citing recent research confirming the validity of these concerns, he asked whether our overarching concept of thinking on world development today should continue to be "global sustainability," which implies that we still have enough time to make adjustments in our future policies and action. Or should the main paradigm of our thinking shift to "global survivability," a concept that stresses the absolute necessity of immediate and drastic change both in institutions and policies.

In other words, the Doomsday Clock is ticking, tick tock, and is anybody out there really listening, because something is happening out there, as the poetic Bob Dylan put in song, and you don't seem to want to know what it is on the governmental, UN and a lot of other levels.

So Kanninen's droning factoids zeroing in on sustainability made defeated former U. S. presidential candidate Al Gore sound more and more like a voice crying in the wilderness at a time when carbon dioxide levels in the atmosphere exceed those observed for at least the last 650,000 years, give or take a month or ten thousand, hurricanes are growing more intense (Sandy anyone, including Chris Christie?), the Arctic and Antarctic grows increasingly ice free in summer; oceans are rising (up to 23 inches by 2020, according to estimates, more if there are more major meltings of ice sheets in places like Greenland) and the global temperatures are rising like a fever demanding that attention be paid even when it isn't being paid and nobody seemingly cares about what the thermometer says.

'What are we waiting for?'

As Kanninen listed what he called the various global tipping points, he asked:

"What are we waiting for? Another Pearl Harbor moment? Wasn't Hurricane Sandy enough, raising the very real specter of Wall Street being flooded in the future with climate change causing changing patterns in vulnerable coastal danger zones stretching from New Jersey to the Philippines? And don't those changes increase the horrendous human costs of hurricanes, rising seas and changing weather patterns?"

Just asking?

No, Kanninen wasn't just asking. He was urging a global call to arms, a universal outcry to save the planet now and for future generations.

Heady think tank stuff?

Maybe so, but hard to overlook nonetheless in light of the latest Polar Vortex that almost snowed under the Northeast last week or the fact that the federal government just declared parts of 11 states disaster areas because of long-term drought or that wildfires dot the landscape at a time when scientific consensus that human activity is the main cause of warming has been raised from 90% probability to 95% or higher as reported by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPOCC), a UN panel of climate experts, in September.

What to do about it?

Fools give you answers, wise men never try, as that old song sang it. But the Kanninen talk and the Q and A session that followed raised lots of possibilities ranging from increased nuclear power to increased investment in and deployment of renewable energy-wind, solar and geothermal-to possibly pricing carbon emissions through cap-and-trade legislation or by imposing a carbon tax.

On a lesser level, one audience member in the Port Chester gathering suggested raising the tax on gasoline so U. S. prices come closer to what gas costs in in Europe and another raised the possibility of charging for plastic bags in supermarkets while other suggestions ranged from limiting families to one car apiece to keeping the heat and air conditioning down depending on the season.

But a new IPOCC report said that time was running out to deal with climate change by reducing carbon emissions and that the choice boiled down to enduring some economic pain now or a lot more later, like in 15 years or so. And if nothing is done soon, or at the least in that timeframe, the world will be faced with horrific consequences that come from trying to get greenhouse gases out of the atmosphere.

In fact, in some scientific circles, they say that curbing emissions from fossil fuel burning must be reduced to avert catastrophic climate change caused by using the atmosphere as a waste dump for greenhouse gas pollution.

But to bring it all home, as they say in music circles, Kanninen urged that a lot more has to be done to make the public and various governmental agencies aware of the clear and present danger in the way things are going. And what must be done could and should include public figures, rock stars, entertainment and sports celebrities and the like raising their voices on the subject.

"Like the Beach Boys back in the day singing about surfing USA, maybe somebody should start singing about climate change and sustainability," said Kanninen, and he wasn't kidding.

So "where have you gone, Joe DiMaggio, when a nation turns its lonely eyes to you?" as Simon and Garfunkel sang it. Bring it on Bono, U2, JLo, A-Rod, Beyonce, Michael J, JKidd, the Mannings, Mellos and the like on a national level. And locally, concerned folks must talk up the need to do something about climate change and making the government increasingly aware of the dangers of a status quo.

The One World Port Chester/ Rye Brook chapter and its guest speaker covered a lot of ground in one evening that also included free cake, coffee and soft drinks. For further information on the group and its upcoming meetings, call Jack Zaccara at 914/305-3200 or jzaccara@oneworlduv.org. And keep on taking deep breaths hereabouts and maybe thinking about China and its air pollution at the same time.


