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In his latest book Cool It: The Skeptical Environmentalist’s Guide to Global 
Warming, statistician Bjorn Lomborg argues that rather than pouring 
billions of dollars into mitigating climate change, we would do more 
global good and get better return for our buck by focusing on immediate 
problems such as disease prevention and poverty reduction. 

On the basis of the Copenhagen Consensus — an analysis 
of the world’s greatest challenges and their most cost-efficient 
solutions — Lomborg tells us that a reduction in the toll of HIV/AIDS 
is first in the pecking order of global problems worth investing in and 
that tackling climate change through the Kyoto Protocol and carbon 
taxes are the last and least worthy. In the real world, we cannot possibly 
hope to solve all problems at once, argues Lomborg, and so we must 
prioritize investments. 

However, it is also true that, in reality, such problems as disease, 
poverty and climate are not discrete phenomena, but are inextricably 
linked. Global warming poses the greatest threat to the world’s poorest. 
According to the most recent projections from the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change, assuming moderate increases in carbon 
dioxide emissions, between 75 and 250 million people in Africa alone 
will experience increased water shortages due to climate change by 2020 
and 200 million to 600 million will experience hunger by 2080. 

Undeniably, we would see more immediate tangible benefits from 
preventing mass starvation than by cutting atmospheric carbon dioxide 
levels. And from a moral standpoint, it is more compelling to alleviate 
immediate suffering than potential future suffering. But there is also 
a moral imperative to avoid the more wide-reaching and irreversible 
consequences of global warming. As Sir Nicholas Stern pointed out in 
his report on the economics of climate change, “what we do in the next 
10 or 20 years can have a profound effect on the climate in the second 
half of this century and in the next”. 

Global warming already has the ability to affect our prospects for 
achieving the Millennium Development Goal (MDG) to halve world 
poverty by 2015. If we fail to reduce emissions urgently, it may only be 
a matter of two to three decades before it becomes much harder for 
agricultural growth and poverty reduction to be achieved using existing 
approaches. Ensuring that as many people as possible reach the basic 
standard of living on more than one dollar per day is crucial if the world is 
to adapt to climate change. But efforts to avert worst-case climate change 
scenarios such as extreme drought and pervasive crop failure must run 
parallel to short-term efforts to alleviate poverty.  

Already at their half way point, the West has not found the resolve to 
meet the MDGs, much less to reach the paltry emissions reductions targets 
agreed to in the Kyoto Protocol. As with putting an end to poverty, so 
too with climate change: only with political will can we hope for effective 
action to be taken to meet our past and future commitments. 

Th is article is part of the Global Th eme on Poverty and Human Development, 
organized by the Council of Science Editors. All articles from the Nature Publishing 
Group are available free at www.nature.com/povhumdev. Th e content from all 
participating journals can be found at http://www.councilscienceeditors.org/
globalthemeissue.cfm”
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