
CLIMATE CHANGE
AND WHAT WE  
CAN DO ABOUT IT



WHAT’S THE UK DOING 
ABOUT CLIMATE CHANGE?
At the moment, not enough. Official figures state that the UK’s 
greenhouse gas emissions have decreased by over 40% since 
1990. However, this number does not include emissions from 
international aviation, shipping and imported goods. Calculating 
the emissions of a country is complex, and decisions about what 
to include or exclude produce different results. To make a fair 
contribution to global efforts to limit climate change, the UK 
needs to achieve ‘net zero’ emissions. This is our national target for 
2050.

‘Net zero’ means that we need to achieve an overall balance 
between the emissions we produce and emissions taken out of 
the atmosphere. Like a bath with running taps, we can keep the 
water level stable by reducing the flow of water (i.e. the emissions) 
through the taps as well as draining water down the plughole (i.e. 
removing emissions from the atmosphere by tree planting, habitat 
restoration and other forms of carbon capture and storage).

WHAT SHOULD THE UK BE DOING ABOUT 
CLIMATE CHANGE?
The government advisory body, the Committee on Climate 
Change, has advised the government to:

• Support simple, low-cost options such as onshore wind 
and solar power; higher energy efficiency standards in new 
buildings; a comprehensive retrofit programme for existing 
ones; tree planting and habitat restoration; and minimising 
food waste.



• Stick with consistent policies. Recent policies such as zero-
carbon homes, carbon capture and storage, and support for 
renewables have been scrapped, but we can’t reach long-term 
goals without long-term policies.

• Commit to effective regulation and strict enforcement to drive 
innovation and keep emissions down.

• Act now! The longer we wait, the more expensive, difficult and 
limited our options will be in the future.

As the first nation to start burning fossil fuels to produce energy, 
the UK has more historical emissions than many other nations 
and so arguably has a much greater responsibility to reduce 
emissions.

CAN WE DO IT?
The 2019 report by the Committee on Climate Change says 
that yes, the UK can achieve net zero by 2050 with known 
technologies. Others also agree, such as the Centre for Alternative 
Technology’s Zero Carbon Britain report (which suggests we 
can get to net zero sooner). Achieving this goal will require a 
combination of low carbon technologies, behavioural changes as 
well as active removal of carbon dioxide from the atmosphere.

WHAT CAN WE DO ABOUT IT?
Climate change can feel like an overwhelming issue, but there are 
steps we can take to reduce our own impact and to encourage 
large scale change. Tackling climate change will require big 
commitments from governments and businesses, but there are 
things that we can all do to help. If enough of us act, and make 
a loud noise about it, politicians, CEOs and people in power will 
listen and understand the need to act now.



1. Learn about climate change. Knowledge is one of the most 
powerful tools. If you know what you are tackling, you’ll have a 
better idea of what the solutions are. Watch videos, read books 
and the news, talk to scientists and arm yourself with the facts.

2. Ask people to pay attention. Whether this is through talking 
to friends or family, writing to your local councillors and 
politicians, or protesting in the streets, the more people will 
become aware of the issues, and the more likely we will be able 
to change things for the better.

3. Use your vote wisely. If you are old enough to vote, make 
sure you support political candidates and parties who are 
taking climate change seriously. If you can’t vote yet, use your 
power as a consumer and spend your money on sustainable 
alternatives where you can.

4. Eat less meat and dairy. Animal agriculture is a huge source 
of greenhouse gas emissions, so choosing what we put on our 
plates is one of the easiest and most effective ways to reduce 
our own impact.

5. Drive and fly less; walk, cycle and use public transport more. 
This is easier said than done for a lot of people, but driving 
and flying are huge sources of emissions, so seek alternative 
methods of transport if you can. Campaign for better cycle 
paths and better-connected public transport in your area, and 
consider holidays closer to home to avoid flying.

6. Reduce consumption. A lot of emissions come from the goods 
that we purchase, including clothes and technologies. Try to 
buy second-hand or reduce how much you buy, being mindful 
of what you really need.

7. Consider your household energy use. Ask if your household 
is with a 100% renewable energy provider and, if not, ask to 
switch to one. Think about how you can reduce energy use in 
your home. Using low energy lights, and turning off appliances 
when they are not in use is a great place to start.



CLIMATE CHANGE  
AND WHAT WE  
CAN DO ABOUT IT
Climate change refers to the changes in global climate (think 
long-term weather) caused by an increase in the global average 
temperature. 

Burning fossil fuels releases greenhouse gases into the 
atmosphere. These gases allow energy from the sun to enter the 
atmosphere but don’t let it escape back into space. This means 
more heat stays inside our atmosphere and warms the Earth’s 
surface and oceans. Even small increases in the average global 
temperature causes damaging effects. These include more 
frequent and damaging extreme weather events; changes to 
the physical and chemical balance of the oceans; disruption of 
ecological cycles; and risks to humans, particularly those who are 
already vulnerable in society.

HOW DO WE KNOW THAT WE ARE CAUSING 
CLIMATE CHANGE?
Scientists assess global mean temperature by combining 
data from the land, sea and the lower atmosphere across the 
world. Not only do observations match the scientists’ modelled 
predictions (increased CO2 increases temperature) but, after 
having considered other variables such as natural cycles and 
volcanoes, the only cause of the warming we observe is the 
release of greenhouse gases from human activity.



WHAT DOES THE ‘12 YEARS’ MEAN?

In October 2018, the IPCC (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change) published a report evaluating the implications of a 
global average warming of 1.5°C, above pre-industrialised levels, 
and how we might limit warming to this amount. This amount of 
warming has been called the ‘safe’ limit of warming by the Paris 
Agreement. The IPCC report found that, in order to limit global 
warming to 1.5°C, we need to halve global emissions by 2030. 
This means from 2018,there are 12 years to halve emissions if we 
want to limit warming to 1.5°C. Although warming beyond 1.5°C 
does not necessarily mean irreversible climate catastrophe, it 
could certainly have devastating impacts for billions of people, so 
we urgently need to do what we can to limit the warming.

In summary, this ‘12 years’ does not mean that we have 12 years 
before a climate catastrophe, nor does it mean that we have 12 
years in which to act. Neither does it mean that we can wait 12 
years before doing anything. What it does mean is that we must 
start reducing emissions now and we need to reduce them as 
quickly as possible.

WHAT ABOUT WILDLIFE? 
In addition to climate change, we are facing a biodiversity crisis, 
with many plant and animal species already extinct or critically 
endangered, due to human activities. Protecting and restoring 
ecosystems is not only important for biodiversity, but can 
also help address climate change. For example, we can reduce 
emissions by avoiding deforestation.  We can enhance carbon 
sinks by ensuring healthy habitats and by changing agricultural 
practices. We can adapt to a changing climate by restoring 
ecosystems that give protection from storm surges, sea level 
rise, that regulate water, and that increase the resilience of local 
communities, and more. These are called nature based solutions.



WHERE TO LOOK NEXT...
Oxford’s True Planet website:  
www.ox.ac.uk/trueplanet

The Committee on Climate Change website:  
www.theccc.org.uk

The Oxford Climate Society hold talks and events during term 
time: www.oxfordclimatesociety.com

Global Weirding is a YouTube channel answering all sorts of 
questions on climate change: 
www.youtube.com/channel/UCi6RkdaEqgRVKi3AzidF4ow

The Climate Communication website:  
www.climatecommunication.org

Leadership in Global Change is a summer school run every year in 
Oxford’s ECI, open to students across the world as well as locally:  
www.ligc.co.uk

For questions and answers from previous climate strikes in 
Oxford:  
bit.ly/ECI-climate-FAQ or www.climate.ox.ac.uk/education

Environmental Change Institute:  
www.eci.ox.ac.uk

This leaflet was produced by staff at the Environmental Change 
Institute, and the Oxford Martin School, both of  the University of 
Oxford.

The Environmental Change Institute is committed to reducing the 
impact of climate change.

This booklet has been printed using 100% renewable energy, 
with zero waste being directed to landfill and no negative carbon 
impact. Visit www.seacourt.net for more information.



“ We can and we must create 
a future in which humans 
and nature not only survive 
but thrive together. The path 
toward that future is our 
legacy to our youth.”

Christiana Figueres, executive secretary 
of the UNFCCC in 2015, who led the 
negotiations for the 2015 Paris Agreement.

Please pass on this leaflet!

This drawing was designed by  
Dr Cécile Girardin & Lisa Curtis, based on an 
inspiring talk by Christiana Figueres at the 
Oxford Martin School.


