
 

 

Transcript: How climate change will shape our future 

Professor James Renwick, School of Geography, Environment and Earth Sciences, 
Victoria University of Wellington | Te Herenga Waka. 

From an expert talk given at the Reality of Everything Symposium on 26th June 2026 at 
Rutherford House, Victoria University of Wellington. Note that this transcript is based on pre-
prepared scripts; it may diƯer slightly from what was said in the address. Videos and key 
points can be found at https://realityofeverything.org/ 

The world’s governments have been discussing action on climate change for over 30 years, 
under the United Nations process, the CoP [Conference of the Parties] meetings. The world’s 
governments have been fully briefed on the problem for 35 years by the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) assessments. Policy makers know all about the problem of 
climate change and what it is we have to do to stop it, and have known for decades. 

But, in the past 35 years, we have made the problem twice the size it was back in the early 
90s. Half of all global emissions of carbon dioxide (the number one greenhouse gas) have 
been made in the last 35 years. That’s half of all emissions since 1750, made since 1990.  

Global emissions are still going up, despite all the talk. Climate action? We’re accelerating in 
the other direction.  

And those 1750 emissions? Still in the air, some are in this room now. Carbon dioxide lives in 
the air for centuries – even millennia some of it – so some of the carbon dioxide emitted by 
James Watt’s first steam engines in the 1700s is with us right here, right now. What we’re 
emitting now will still be around in 2100, 2500, much of it in the year 3000.  

We have already changed the climate, away from the stable climate of the last 10,000 years, 
and that earlier climate won’t come back for many thousands of years, if ever. As the IPCC 
says, actions we take this decade will impact life on earth for thousands of years. 

Why are we seeing climate change? Because of greenhouse gases, like carbon dioxide. They 
absorb the heat the earth radiates and send some of it back down to the earth, keeping it 
warmer. Just like a blanket on your bed at night keeps you warmer. Add a thicker blanket and 
your bed becomes toastier. Add greenhouse gases to the air and the Earth’s surface 
becomes toastier. 

Every extra kilogram of greenhouse gas adds to that blanket, to that warming. Because of the 
long lifetime of carbon dioxide, stopping global warming means completely stopping 
emitting carbon dioxide (and other greenhouse gases). For carbon dioxide, not just reducing  



 

but stopping. And there isn’t enough land to plant enough trees to absorb all our emissions, 
so we have to actually stop emitting. 

That means stopping burning fossil fuels, the main source of carbon dioxide emissions. Easy 
to say, but super-hard to do, I know. Fossil fuel burning powers the global economy – 
currently, 86% of global energy production is from fossil fuels and even in New Zealand, 57% 
of our energy use is from fossil fuels. It powers almost all our transport, powers industry, you 
name it. And fossil fuels are used to produce fertilizer (over 99% of nitrogen-based fertilizers 
come from fossil fuels), to produce plastic (over 99% of plastic products come from fossil 
fuels), and so on, so their use is intertwined in many ways with the global economy. We can’t 
just turn oƯ the tap. 

But we had better try, we had better find a way. We have been running in the opposite 
direction for decades, opening the tap wider and wider all the time. It’s very hard to see how 
to turn that around, but the sooner we start, the more we talk about it, the more resources 
we put into it, the easier it will become. We just need to get started. 

Why bother? Well, when the UNFCCC, the United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change, was set up, the goal was to take action to avoid dangerous human 
interference with the climate system. Dangerous human interference. By the time of the 
Paris CoP and the Paris Agreement, that got translated to less than 2 degrees centigrade 
warming. The Paris Agreement, which this country is a signatory to, says we will take the 
action required to stop global warming at well below 2 degrees C above pre-industrial 
temperatures, and we will pursue eƯorts to stop at 1.5 degrees C (and developed countries 
like New Zealand will lead the way). So, 1.5–2 degrees C warming: if we can stop there, we 
can avoid that dangerous interference. Supposedly. 

But, as we all know, extreme events are already on steroids, at 1.3C warming. The country 
has experienced many devastating floods in recent months and years. Rising temperatures 
go with more moisture in the air, so heavier rain becomes likelier as the climate warms. 
When it’s not raining, soils and plants dry faster in warmer conditions, so droughts come on 
quicker and last longer. Combine that with more intense heatwaves and we put crop yield 
and food production at risk. Here, and around the world. 

We are virtually at 1.5 degrees C warming and the single year 2024 broke through that. We 
know temperatures have a straight-line relationship, a linear relationship with total 
emissions of carbon dioxide, so it’s easy to work out that there will be enough carbon dioxide 
in the air to guarantee 1.5 degrees C by 2030, four years away. Currently, 2024 stands as the 
warmest year on record since the mid-1800s. It will be one of the coldest years on record 
over the coming decades. To stop at 2 degrees C, we need heroic eƯorts from here, 10% or 
more reductions in emissions every year.  

With current global commitments to emissions reductions, we are headed for about 3 
degrees C warming this century. In the current climate, ex-Tropical Cyclone Gabrielle 
delivered around 20% more rain that it would have if it happened in, say, the 1960s. Imagine  



 

if it delivered 50% more rain – that’s the future at 3 degrees C warming. The recent floods in 
Wellington saw extreme rainfall amounts of around 80mm in an hour, that can easily go to 
over 100mm/hour at 3 degrees C warming. And so on.  

Those extremes will be enough to devastate our communities, our infrastructure, our food 
production, our economy. By the way, it’s estimated that the climate change component of 
recent extremes have already cost our economy around $1 billion. These escalating costs of 
climate-related damage are replicated around the globe. That’s why, when the last IPCC 
Assessment came out, UN Secretary General Antonia Guterres said “Current policies are 
taking the world to a 2.8°C temperature rise by 2100. That spells catastrophe.” 

Warming above 2 degrees C brings the high likelihood of the loss of the Amazon rainforest, 
the irreversible melting of the West Antarctic Ice Sheet (and metres of sea level rise), the 
shutdown of the deep ocean circulation (known as the AMOC) and a global redistribution of 
rainfall patterns, and of sea-level rise rates. It would freeze western Europe, while turning up 
the thermostat in New Zealand and the Southern Hemisphere. All these things, plus the 
pumped-up extreme weather events happening across the world, are likely enough to knock 
out the rule of law in some countries, start wars over basic resources, potentially to turn our 
current civilisation on its head. 

So yeah, let’s tackle this problem. Why have we not, so far? Well, as Cindi Lauper sang in the 
mid-1980s, “Money changes everything”. There’s a huge amount of money and power tied up 
in the status quo, in the oil industry, in fossil fuels. Human nature says that we want things to 
go on as they “always” have. The governments of the world are more concerned about 
growing their economies and protecting fuel security than they are about stopping climate 
change and avoiding the end of civilisation. Oh well, we’ll get what we deserve? 

Now, surely if we can’t tackle the base problem, we can invest in adaptation, right? Make our 
communities and infrastructure more resilient, right? Ideally yes, but we know that of 
government expenditure on disasters in the past 15 years, 97% has been on clean-up and 
only 3% on preparedness. Three percent! We are great at lining up ambulances at the bottom 
of the cliƯ, but hopeless at building fences at the top of the cliƯ. 

This is an area where, again, money changes everything. In this case, insurance money. 
Insurance companies are very sensitive to climate change-related risks and have already 
pulled out of insuring some communities against some hazards. Those no-insurance zones 
will spread, as “insurance retreat” sets in. If you can’t insure your home against coastal 
inundation or river flooding etc, it cannot be sold – it becomes worthless. People will respond 
to this.  

Ideally we’ll have a national plan for adaptation, managed retreat etc, and government 
funding for regional government to take action. But in the absence of any government 
intervention, we’ll have unmanaged retreat, we’ll have chaos. Home- and business-owners 
may be left having to bear the costs. We urgently need to work out funding and the 
appropriate actions in this space. 



 

So, potentially catastrophic impacts, and little preparation to deal with them.  

Yet, we have 100% of the power here. We can work to protect ourselves. We are emitting all 
the greenhouse gases that cause the problem. We can stop doing that. Whenever we do, we 
will stop global warming. We can do this. Whether we have the political will, the wit, to do it 
is the question. I certainly hope we collectively find the gumption to get started, for all our 
sakes, and for the sake of all future generations. 

 

 


