Act Now or Face Catastrophe – an exclusive interview with Ken Livingstone

Brent FoE members Lia Colacicco, Steffi Gray, Pam Laurance and Viv Stein had an exclusive audience with former Mayor of London, Ken Livingstone, after their photo shoot at the Tricycle in March 2009. Ken, who is also a Brent resident, gave his candid views on The Age of Stupid, climate change, the challenges we face politically - in London and worldwide - and why we must all make a difference to avoid disaster.

Everyone should see this film

It has been widely quoted that Ken is a great advocate of the film The Age of Stupid. He feels it makes the issue of climate change entertaining and is much more in-your-face than Al Gore’s An Inconvenient Truth. In a very matter-of-fact way he warned that humanity may well have died out by the end of the century if we don’t do something about it.

Ken urged people to go to see this film firstly because we are heading for catastrophe unless significant changes are made, but also because if we do what we need to do to avert that catastrophe, we can actually have a far better quality of life. One where we no longer substitute possessions and consumerism for human relationships - and if we all do what we can do, as individuals, it will make a difference.

He predicted that if we do nothing then we are heading towards hundreds of millions of people being dead; that in the UK people would die in large numbers in the summers due to prolonged heat waves.

Rich vs poor

Ken said that poor people produce much less in the way of emissions than the rich; it is rich people who do most of the damage through frequent flying, with half of all journeys being made by 10% of the population. They also use more heating and consume more. Richmond has, for instance, been rated as causing far more emissions than Newham. At this point group members pointed out that the poor also have the power to vote.

Challenges for Brent, London and the Government

Brent Council have not consulted Ken, who lives in Cricklewood, in drawing up their Climate Change strategy, nor did he think they are likely to do so. The GLA Climate Change strategy was done two years ago and is available online, and says what needs doing.  (Postscript - as a result of our screening event, we introduced former deputy Mayor and Assembly Member, Nicky Gavron, to Brent Council Officer Jeff Bartley to discuss what lessons could be learnt from such work.)

Having lost his position as London Mayor to Boris Johnson, he said that Boris basically doesn’t believe that climate change is man-made, but isn’t allowed to say so by Cameron. Boris has brought many green initiatives in London to a stop and will never prioritise them.  His only ‘green’ initiatives are to make the parks “nicer”, and that London would be marking time on environmental issues for the next four years.

Ken said that London could reduce its emissions by 60% in 20 years. Half of that could be achieved by “small” steps that individuals can take. The other half needs government action, yet he criticised the government for not having the backbone to act: “Our government says all the right things and does virtually nothing.” The other problem was media, such as the Daily Mail, pandering to the lowest common denominator. And that although the Greens were advocating progressive policies, we don’t have time to wait for them to get into power.  Instead we need to get the main parties to adopt stronger policies now.

UK and Global Action

Ken said that China is now moving massively on climate change and that America will start to do so under Obama. He is optimistic that Obama will turn out to be a really great president, transformative around the world. However the USA’s economic package is only 8-9% “green”, whereas South Korea’s was now 60% and China’s 30%.

The UK’s recovery package, to try to get us out of the current economic situation, is only green in a small proportion of the initiatives announced. There is work to be done insulating houses, as only about 20% of UK houses are properly insulated. Such green projects could be a real boost to the economy. Car workers, rather than being made redundant, should be moved into work such as making alternative forms of energy generation, and green transport. He thought that the zero-emissions car is not too far off, and that we should be shifting production to wind turbines and photovoltaic energy instead. 

He said we need to work at influencing all the political parties, and work on all fronts “at all speed” and that climate change can only be tackled through regulated fairness.

It seems that Ken, who now has time to enjoy gardening and write his memoirs, is set to continue fighting on this all-important issue.

Thanks to Ken and all the speakers at our Not Stupid week of events.

