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Mr. Secretary General, your Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen,   
 
I wish first to thank the Permanent Delegation of France for taking the 
initiative to invite me to make this presentation to the Council of OECD.  This 
is a great honour, a great opportunity and a great responsibility. 
 
France continues to play an active role, in line with the objectives of the 2015 
Paris Climate Accord, to advance the efforts of the international community 
to face the climate challenge.  I find it very encouraging that a number of 
OECD Members have recently decided to establish an informal group, 
“Friends of the Climate” to advance the consideration of climate issues 
across the agenda of the Organisation. 
 
I will first outline briefly how a systems approach can improve the integration 
of economic, social and climate policies and, more broadly, can provide 
valuable insights into the crucial synergies and trade-offs and the behavior of 
the complex, connected systems of the modern world.    
 
I will summarise the science and evidence-based realities and risks of climate 
change and then position the climate crisis in a wider context, particularly in 
regard to its links to sustainable and inclusive growth and wellbeing, to the 
nexus of climate, energy and finance, to the ecological crisis and to the 
advance of research and innovation for climate action.  
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I believe that this emphasis on climate issues is timely because the impacts 
and implications of climate change are becoming key factors across many 
fields of government policy and are rising on the political agenda as the 
concern of citizens increases.   
 
But I would like to underline that the integrated systems approach applies 
with equal force to interlinked issues in many other policy fields, such as 
social fragmentation and exclusion in the social arena, or inequality and low 
rates of growth in the economic arena, or the imbalances, vulnerabilities and 
risks in financial systems. As the focus shifts to practical measures for climate 
action, the systems approach can be a powerful tool to complement existing 
economic methodologies in the design of new models and strategies to 
achieve a just transition towards low-carbon sustainable economies.   
 
I will suggest that OECD can continue to provide an international focus and 
intellectual leadership to stimulate transformative change towards inclusive 
and sustainable societies.  This is a particularly significant responsibility  
today as peer-reviewed research and a rising tide of tragic evidence of 
extreme weather events demonstrates that the threats to the future of 
humanity are immediate, intensifying and accelerating. 
 
 
Let me start with some general remarks as background.   
 
First, a historical footnote:  I joined OECD in 1971.  This was a time, as now, 
of profound transformation in international relations and a deepening concern 
about the environmental and human impacts of rapid economic growth.  In 
the wave of new thinking which emerged, OECD played a key role in 
generating a new vision of progress, partly through the Report of the 
InterFutures Project proposed by Japan, on “The Future Development of the 
Advanced Industrial Countries in Harmony with that of the Developing 
Countries” - a best seller for many years. 
 
We are, in my view, at a similar turning point in human thought where the 
need for new policy approaches is evident. But there are four major 
differences: first, the scale of the challenges and thus of the risks we face is 
immeasurably greater; second there is a real urgency, a time-limit, to 
implement corrective action; third, the framework of international cooperation 
is weakened; and fourth, there is growing public impatience and pressure for 
action.   
 
 
OECD is again well placed to support its Member governments in evolving 
the new approaches required, drawing on the acknowledged credibility and 
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quality of its analysis, its accumulated experience and data base and its 
proven ability to marshal analysis and evidence to promote consensus in 
support of effective policies. 
 
OECD Members have long recognised the need to move towards a more 
integrated, collaborative approach across the diverse fields of policy treated 
by the specialized expert directorates of the Organisation.  New forward-
looking activities have gradually been introduced on such topics as Inclusive 
Growth and Wellbeing, Digitalisation and the extensive work in support of 
Climate Action, such as the work on Green Growth and Sustainable 
Development, on Financing Climate Futures and on Investing in Climate, 
Investing in Growth.   
 

Another focus of policy innovation has been the programme on New 
Approaches to Economic Challenges, NAEC, which is engaging international 
expertise to explore new policy approaches to meet emerging challenges.  
 

I understand that this evolution towards policy integration is further reflected 
in the focus proposed by Spain for the 2020 Ministerial Council Meeting on a 
Green, Digital and Inclusive Framework for Sustainable Economic Growth. 
 

 
1. The OECD-IIASA Strategic Partnership 

 
Continuing this process of innovation in the formulation of policy, OECD and 
the International Institute for Applied Systems Analysis, IIASA, have entered 
into a “Strategic Partnership on Systems Approaches” with two main goals: 
to improve the connections between science and policy and to advance the 
systems approach in the formulation and implementation of policy.  The 
Strategic Partnership has been strongly supported and coordinated with the 
work of NAEC in moving towards systems-based approaches to policy.  
 
OECD and IIASA have cooperated on specific topics of mutual interest for 
many years.  Since its founding 50 years ago, IIASA has accumulated deep 
expertise on the application of systems analysis and computer-based 
modelling to global issues.  It now has a staff of around 400 covering nine 
essential fields of science and policy.  It has a remarkable network of 
collaboration with prestigious scientific institutions across the world.   
 

IIASA conducts interdisciplinary scientific studies on environmental, climate, 
demographic, economic, technological, water, energy, resource and social 
issues in the context of the human dimensions of global change. There are 
clearly many synergies between the work of the two organisations, combining 
the scientific excellence of IIASA with the expertise, capabilities and access 
of OECD.  



5 

 

 

 

 
In order to advance the Strategic Partnership, a joint OECD-IIASA “Task 
Force on Systems Thinking, Anticipation and Resilience” has been 
established.  The Task Force brings together 25 senior experts from the two 
organizations: at present, eight OECD Directorates are represented, some 
by several members, together with all nine IIASA scientific programmes.  
 
A collaborative publication of the two institutions, “Systemic Thinking for 
Policy Making” has been produced in the past year.  This has already been 
circulated in final draft and will be launched formally on 27th February. It 
demonstrates in 14 fields, that systems thinking can provide valuable insights 
to improve the effectiveness of policy interventions and to facilitate the proper 
assessment and management of risk.  
 

I am honored to be currently Chair of this Task Force, and I would like to take 
this opportunity to thank you, Mr. Secretary General for your leadership and 
support, and also the Members of the Task Force who have committed their 
time and energy to its activities on top of their other obligations.  
 
I would like also to express my personal thanks to the Government of Sweden 
for its generous support through its VINNOVA Innovation Agency which has 
made our progress possible.  
 
The work of the Task Force is integrated within the wider work of OECD and 
IIASA: it is not run as a distinct and separate activity.  The aim is to combine 
the scientific excellence of IIASA with the expertise and access of OECD to 
spread the systems approach into the work of the Directorates of OECD and 
into the IIASA scientific programmes and thus into the work of the policy 
Committees and ultimately, to generate insights and proposals useful to 
OECD Member Governments.  I will of course be happy to provide the 
Council with more information on these activities. 
 
2. The Systemic Challenges of the 21st Century 

The issues we face in the 21st Century are on an unprecedented scale; they 
are essentially connected and they are in processes of rapid, dynamic 
change.   
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In effect, the issues we face are systemic: they will behave, individually and 
collectively in non-linear ways.  In my view, a coherent systems approach is 
essential to a proper diagnosis of the connected problems we face and thus 
to a serious assessment of risk and to the prescription of coherent measures 
for practical action. This view is increasingly shared, for example, by the 
European Commission and the World Economic Forum.  
 
Global economic growth has undoubtedly produced enormous benefits for 
hundreds of millions of people in both developed and developing countries. 
And, to build on this progress, there are vast potentials of creativity, scientific 
and technological capacities, and resources of all kinds which are available 
to create a more sustainable world.   
 
But this progress has been achieved at high environmental cost and is now 
at risk. We are heading fast into a gathering storm of connected 
environmental, economic, social, technological, political and security 
challenges. To continue on the present business-as-usual path is not 
therefore a feasible strategy.   
 
OECD has itself underlined that “The urgency, scale and speed of the 
required economic transformation are unprecedented.”  Young people across 
the world increasingly understand this.  They know that the present path of 
world development is simply not sustainable. This is the first generation to be 
confronted by such existential crises as climate destabilization and species 
extinction within a foreseeable time horizon, during their lifetimes.   



7 

 

 

 

 
 
 
The work of OECD itself together with a succession of recent scientific 
reports confirms that human activities are now infringing the safe boundaries 
of the planetary systems which sustain the conditions for human life.  The 
fact is that, in a global perspective, we are rapidly moving away from 
sustainability.  
 
 
3. The Content and Application of Systems Thinking 

In this perspective of the complex, connected issues threatening the future, 
we can see why interest in a systems approach to policy is growing.  
 
It is increasingly recognised that long-entrenched, reductionist policy 
approaches are no longer adequate to analyse, understand and act on the 
complex and connected systemic issues which will determine the future.  
Systems thinking can complement present methodologies and models by 
offering a coherent, rigorous and integrated approach and a number of 
proven concepts, tools and methods to understand better the behaviour of 
complex, dynamic systems.  
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Emerging from Operations Research during the Second World War, Systems 
Analysis is now based on decades of experience and an extensive research 
literature to which IIASA has made many contributions.  It covers a wide 
diversity of fields, including for example, control theory and cybernetics, 
modeling, scenario analysis, critical path analysis, chaos theory, process 
engineering, the theory of organisations, transport and urban planning, and 
education for systems leadership. 
 
The systems approach offers a methodology and a range of relatively simple 
tools to disaggregate, understand and manage complex, dynamic systems – 
while taking proper account of their own properties and the critical linkages 
between them. It is not dominated by any one disciplinary or sectoral 
perspective but seeks to include and account for all the significant factors 
involved. It is essentially multidisciplinary, requiring collaboration of the hard 
sciences and the social sciences and, as it must account in many fields for 
the values, aspirations and behaviour of people, it requires the full 
participation of the humanities.  
 
Systems thinking is not, as is often thought, simply a means to improve 
multidisciplinary, cross-sectoral collaboration.  Beyond this, it offers vital 
insights into the emergence of systems behavior and the means of systems 
control.   
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It is also conceived to account for the effects of time and of dynamic change. 
It therefore pays particular attention to such aspects as non-linearity, 
feedbacks and thresholds, stability, adaptation and systems management in 
a changing environment, which are all of vital importance to assessing risks 
and resilience, for example in regard to the financial system or climate 
change.   
 
Further, the field of systems thinking extends beyond the analysis, the 
modeling and the formulation of policy. It extends to the design and 
management of processes, and of organizations and institutions. And it also 
has immediate application in the field of education, training and team building 
to understand and manage the complex, multidisciplinary issues of the 
modern world.  All these aspects of the systems approach are reflected in the 
aims and activities of the Strategic Partnership and its Task Force. 
 
In my view, an understanding of basic systems dynamics is essential to a 
proper diagnosis of the systemic problems we face, such as the existential 
threats of climate destabilisation and ecosystems degradation. This is 
necessary for a serious assessment of risk and for the prescription of 
coherent measures for action.  Many of our policy failures are the result of 
applying partial, short-term, sectoral measures to systemic problems, 
principally because of our reductionist approach and also because many 
policy makers and specialized experts do not recognise their systemic nature.   
 
Both OECD and IIASA have deep expertise in modelling and scenario 
building to provide a sound forward-looking basis for major policies. But, in a 
complex, uncertain and rapidly changing world, we cannot assume steady 
progress and continuity, or that the past will be a viable guide to the future. 
This puts a premium on systematic anticipation and strengthened resilience 
to absorb and react rapidly to economic and environmental shocks. 
 
The Strategic Partnership between OECD and IIASA, which are leading 
institutions in their respective fields, can build stronger links between systems 
thinking, the insights of science and the formulation of national and 
international policies to improve the anticipation of systemic risks and to 
strengthen resilience.  It can thus assist Member States, institutions and other 
actors to understand the complexity of the issues we face, to judge how and 
where to intervene successfully and to manage rising levels of risk and 
vulnerability under conditions of uncertainty. 
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Let me now turn to the critical issue of climate change. 
 
 
4. Facing the Realities of the Climate Crisis 

 

 
 
 
We have emerged as a successful species during the climatically stable 
conditions of the Holocene, a period of around a mere 10,000 years which 
has been favorable to agriculture and human settlements.  However, as we 
move into the very different and uncertain conditions of the Anthropocene the 
increase of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere at an unprecedented rate 
is now, as anticipated, forcing radical change in the global climate. 
 
I do not need to underline to you today the intensifying and tragic impacts of 
the changing climate which we see in the news every day.  A few facts will 
make this clear. 
   
The world is warming fast.  The past decade was by far the hottest ever 
measured. 
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2018 was the hottest year in the instrumental record. 
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The Arctic is at the warmest temperature for 120,000 years and global sea 
ice levels are at the lowest ever recorded and falling fast.  
 

 
 
Through pollution, heating, acidification and over-exploitation, human 
impacts have changed the oceans more in the last thirty years than in 
previous human history. 
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And, it is the oceans, which support 95% of life on this planet which are 
absorbing most - over 90% - of the excess heat.  
 

 
 
These processes of heating and acidification have severe consequences for 
marine life and of course, for the accelerating threats of sea level rise. 
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Let me summarise the climate challenge in six key points: 
 
1. The changing weather patterns and the extreme events and damage we 

see across the world today are the consequence of a rise in global mean 

temperature of “only” 1.1°C since pre-industrial times.  

 

 
 

We are right therefore to be deeply worried about the consequences of an 

increase in temperature of 2°C or beyond. 
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It is most important to understand that this figure for temperature rise is an 

average across the world.  In different regions, temperatures are rising 

much faster: for example, in the Arctic and the Antarctic and at high 

altitudes and in the Middle East and in Northern India where the rise in 

temperature can be two to three times greater.  
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2. Driven by our addiction to fossil fuels, emissions have continued to grow:  
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the concentration of CO2 in the atmosphere has risen from around 285 

ppm in pre-industrial times to over 412 ppm today.  

In contrast with the Paris Accord which calls for a reduction of 50% in 
emissions by 2030, the most recent projections anticipate continuing 
increases in fossil fuel production and consumption.  
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According to the 2019 Production Gap Report, current plans imply 
production of about 50% more fossil fuels by 2030 than would be 
consistent with a 2°C pathway. 
 
Science has long understood (since Joseph Fourier in 1824) that 

increased concentrations of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere force 

rises in temperature.  Scientists have warned for decades of the 

consequences but the world community has failed to take effective action 

to restrain climate change, as we have seen most recently at COP 25 in 

Madrid.  

 

3. If we remain on this business-as-usual path, the global mean temperature 

will rise by around 4-5°C by 2100 with devastating consequences for 

human civilization.   

 

 
 

The paleoclimatic record shows clearly the likely consequences if we 

continue on this path. In this perspective, we can see that the costs of 

action would be small in comparison to the human and financial costs of 

inaction. 
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4. Faced with this situation, Governments have long agreed the target of 

“holding the increase in global average temperature to well below 2°C 

above pre-industrial levels,“  in order to significantly reduce the risks and 

impacts of climate change.   

However, even if governments were to implement their voluntary 
nationally determined commitments, the NDCs, made in the Paris Accord, 
we would still remain on a path to a temperature rise of 2.5 to 3.2°C by 
2100.  This would have devastating consequences for humanity, whether 
rich or poor.  

 

 
 

5. In its Special Report of October 2019 on “Global Warming of 1.5°C”, IPCC 

indicates that to keep warming under 1.5°C, global CO2 emissions will 

have to fall by 45% by 2030 and reach net zero by 2050. This underlines 

the scale and the urgency of the climate challenge.   

 

UNEP describes the scale of the efforts required to achieve the 1.5°C 

target as follows: “Our collective failure to act early and hard on climate 

change means we must now deliver deep cuts in emissions of over 7% 

each year over the next decade to meet the 1.5°C goal and of 2.7% for 

the 2°C goal.“  This underlines the scale and the urgency of the climate 

challenge. 
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6. My sixth and final key point is to underline that it is the poor in both 

developing and rich countries who face the most severe impacts of climate 

change, even though they are hardly responsible for the warming of the 

planet.  In consequence, the numbers of environmental refugees within 

and between countries is rising fast.  This underlines that to tackle the truly 

global problem of climate change will require both the full integration of 

climate issues into the framework of world development and the proper 

recognition of climate justice in responding to the crisis. 

 
5. The risk of non-linear behavior of the climate systems 

I refer now briefly to what is perhaps the most important aspect of the systems 
dynamics of climate change which lies at the roots of the risk of 
destabilization of the climate.    
 
The imperative for urgent climate action is reinforced by the fact that the 
interactive, dynamic systems which drive the global climate will behave in 
non-linear ways, both separately and together.  
 
There is now intense concern that rising anthropogenic emissions will trigger 
a number of “positive feedback loops” which will provoke discontinuities and 
sudden shocks and then drive “runaway” climate change, beyond human 
influence.  
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As the planet warms, recent evidence shows that these feedback processes, 
driven for example by the reduction of white, reflecting arctic sea ice,  
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the destruction of the Amazon rain forest or the thawing of permafrost are 
beginning to operate.  
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We do not, in fact, face an issue of gradual global warming as many have 
assumed: it is the risk of non-linear behavior of the systems which drive the 
global climate which poses the greatest threat to the future of our civilization, 
for example, through accelerating sea level rise. 
 

 
 
 
In summary, science and evidence demonstrate that climate change 
constitutes an intensifying threat to the future.  Its impacts are already clear 
today across the world through droughts, fires, extreme weather events and 
sea level rise: it is already destroying the livelihoods, the food, water and 
human security and the lives of millions of people today.  It is a non-traditional 
threat to peace, a “threat multiplier” of violence and a driver of the flows of 
refugees.   
 
 
6. Positive measures to mitigate the risks and impacts of climate 

change 

To conclude this part of my talk on a more positive note, let me mention some 
of the positive developments across the world as committed individuals, 
cities, enterprises, organizations and governments move to mitigate and 
avert the impacts of climate change.  
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• First, solar and wind power are increasingly competitive with fossil 

fuels, even without subsidy:  almost 11% of global energy now comes 

from renewable sources.   

 

 
 

• Second, the move towards electric and fuel-cell powered vehicles is 

moving ahead rapidly. 
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• Third, research is increasing on means to remove CO2 from the 

atmosphere, including by carbon capture and sequestration (CCS) – 

such negative emissions technologies are a major element in 

scenarios, targets and plans for emission reduction although not yet 

proved at scale.  

 
 

• Fourth, cities and enterprises across the world are not waiting for 

government action, long delayed, but are moving ahead rapidly 

towards reduced or zero emissions. 
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• Fifth, in line with aims of the Paris Climate Agreement, a number of 

nations, states, regions and the European Union are moving ahead with 

strong and ambitious climate action. 

 
 
These examples demonstrate that, as the realities of a changing climate 
become apparent, a wave of public engagement and innovation for climate 
action is sweeping across the planet.  This is clearly positive and hopeful.  It 
is absolutely necessary but it will not be sufficient to assure a stable climate, 
sustainable economic progress and peace. 
 

 



27 

 

 

 

Ambitious and coherent climate action is essential to drive through the 
transformative changes needed to achieve a low-carbon, sustainable 
economy.  And, such a transformation would bring immense co-benefits as 
set out both by OECD and by the Global Commission on Climate and the 
Economy.  Overall, early action to decarbonise our economies will be vastly 
less costly than inaction or action delayed.   
 
The future is by no means pre-ordained but will be determined by our choices 
and actions – if, that is, we act in time.  As Secretary General Angel Gurria 
has emphasized: “Strong climate action is not a threat to, but the foundation 
of our future wellbeing.”   
 
We can rapidly reorient the models and strategies which drive our 
economies, we can restructure our energy systems and, perhaps the most 
difficult, we can adjust our values and behaviour in order to change the 
trajectory of consumption, energy use, pollution and growth towards 
sustainability, the high goal of the UN SDGs. This underlines the need for an 
integrated systems approach to account for the complexity of the connected 
systemic issues we face and of the deep social and cultural transformations 
required.    
 
In reality, there is no choice between economic progress or emissions 
reduction to avert the threats of climate change: they are two sides of the 
same coin.  On the other hand, the costs of our failure to act would be 
incalculable.  And the sooner we undertake the transition, the lower the costs 
will be. 
 
7. Consequences of climate change for a world of 9 billion people 
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It is important to underline here again the impacts and consequences of 
unrestrained climate change on the poor and deprived people of the 
developing countries, particularly in the least developed countries and those 
affected by desertification.  The prospects for attaining the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals depend directly on our ability to mitigate the effects of 
climate change.   
 

 
 

 
 



29 

 

 

 

The impacts on water and food production are already severe, putting at risk 
the results achieved over decades of national and international efforts to 
reduce poverty and promote development. 
 
The combination of population growth and climate stress has evident 
consequences for migration, deprivation and conflict which, in an 
interdependent world, will affect the future of all, whether poor or rich. 
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8. Conclusions from this rapid analysis of the climate challenge: 

 

1. Both science and evidence confirm the scale and urgency of the 

climate challenge.  Scientists are particularly concerned that we are 

forcing the complex systems which drive the climate beyond key 

thresholds, thus provoking catastrophic climate change beyond our 

influence.  After decades of research and negotiations, rapid action 

is now imperative. 

 
2. To achieve effective action, we must tackle the underlying causes of 

climate change.  While the consequences are environmental and 

human, the drivers of climate change are rooted in the social and 

economic values, choices and behaviour of our societies.  

 
3. To contain the  risks of climate destabilisation will require explicit 

and coherent strategies of transformative, systemic change, 

engaging government together with all the elements of civil society. 

This is the key challenge for the rising generation and it offers many 

co-bemnefits and also a major opportunity, to shift the trajectory of 

human progress on to a sustainable, inclusive and equitable path.  

But we are far from this today.  Incremental change is absolutely 

necessary but will not now be sufficient after decades of delay.   

 
4. Finally, such deep transformative change will require a more 

coherent, integrated multidisciplinary approach to the formulation 

and implementation of policy.  In particular, the crucial linkages 

between climate change and other areas of policy must be properly 

recognised.  The climate issue must be mainstreamed across all the 

relevant facets of policy and this requires a systems approach. 

 
I hope that this brief review has made clear the extent and the urgency of the 
global challenge of climate change.  But it is a mistake to focus on climate as 
a distinct issue because it is crucially linked to many other areas of policy.   
 
Understanding and managing the systemic connections between global 
issues will be crucial - even though these do not easily fit into our 
compartmentalised view of the world.  This underlines the value of the 
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Friends of Climate initiative recently launched among interested OECD 
Delegations. 
I will conclude by outlining some more focused examples to underline that 
policies to contain climate change must be fully integrated with policies in 
other fields if we are to understand and address its underlying causes and 
contain its effects.  
 
  
9. Critical links of climate to other fields of policy 

The four topics I now raise have emerged through the on-going work of the 
Task Force itself and from extensive discussions with many Permanent 
Representatives, with officials and experts in a number of capitals, with the 
Chairs of OECD Committees and with many experts in the Directorates. 
 
 

(i) Policies for sustainable and inclusive growth and well-being. 

As we move from the Holocene to the Anthropocene, new concepts, 
models and methodologies are being explored all over the world to move 
beyond GDP so as to meet the concerns and challenges of sustainable 
and equitable development in the new conditions of the 21st Century, 
bringing human progress into line with the realities of the natural world.   
 
 

 
To position economic growth in a wider systems perspective requires both 
innovation of the tools, methodology and policy within the field of 
economics, and also the repositioning of the field of economics in relation 
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to other critical fields. This will move the consideration of environmental 
realities from externalities to key factors in framing policies for economic 
progress. 
 
OECD itself has been deeply engaged for some years in reconsidering 
established models of economic growth.  Currently, the feasibility is being 
explored of a horizontal project on the economy and the climate which 
would engage the expertise and collaboration of many Directorates.  
 
There is an important opportunity for OECD to concert the expertise of its 
substantive Directorates and policy committees with the scientific 
capabilities of IIASA to take a lead in developing the integrated systems-
based approaches required to reduce inequality and achieve sustainable 
improvements in wellbeing.   
 

 
 
 
(ii) The interface between climate, energy and finance 

The projections of the energy industry and of the IEA anticipate a 
continuing increase in production and consumption of fossil fuels to 2040 
and beyond. And governments continue to subsidise exploration for 
additional reserves.   
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But the science is clear: emissions must be cut rapidly if we are to have a 
reasonable chance of containing the rise in global average temperature 
below the target of 2°C.  We know therefore that we cannot burn more 
than a small proportion of the current proven reserves of fossil fuels if we 
are to preserve a stable climate.  Effectively, we have a limited carbon 
budget if we are to contain the rise in global mean temperature below 2°C 
- and even less for a 1.5°C limit. 
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Leaders in the financial world, of central banks and of major financial 
institutions, are increasingly concerned at the increasing scale of 
overvalued or “stranded assets” in the fossil fuel industry which constitute 
a growing risk to the international financial system.   
 
This raises the evident question: “What is the real value of proven reserves 
of fossil fuels if they cannot be burned without destabilizing the global 
climate?” 
 
 
(iii) The crucial connections between climate change and terrestrial 

and ocean ecosystems 

Climate change and the vital terrestrial and ocean ecological systems, the 
life support systems on which we depend, are inextricably entwined.  
 
 

 
 
 
These ecosystems are the foundations of food production and of the 
availability of fresh water and clean air.  Also, they constitute massive 
carbon sinks, critically affecting the rate of global warming as they absorb 
around 50% of the emissions we are pumping into the atmosphere.  Thus, 
as ecosystems degrade, warming accelerates.  
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Climate change cannot therefore be contained in the absence of effective 
action to preserve and recuperate the ecosystems which are in decline 
worldwide.  We must respond to a combined climate and ecological crisis 
and we must, in particular, arrest the sixth mass extinction of species now 
in progress, provoked by human activities. 
 

 
 
 
 
(iv) The strategic re-orientation of research and innovation 

My last example is that of research and technological innovation which are 
powerful instruments both to understand and to respond to the urgent 
challenge of climate change and to the other global challenges confronting 
humanity.  
 
As IPCC has underlined, incremental improvements will not be sufficient 
to achieve the emission reductions required to assure climate stability in 
the time now available.  Besides diffusing current advanced technologies 
on a large scale, research strategy should therefore focus more on 
stimulating mission-oriented research to open up new solutions and to 
diffuse the breakthrough, disruptive technologies essential to contain 
global challenges as rapidly as possible.   
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This is not a call for government to try to “pick winners” among competing 
directions of research and innovation.  Public policy should, in the common 
interest, play a strong role in setting the conditions, the broad research 
priorities, the frameworks and the incentives to guide technological 
progress towards vital social objectives during the transition to a low 
carbon, sustainable trajectory of progress. 
 
 

I hope that these four examples demonstrate the importance of the 
connections between diverse issues and fields of policy and that they 
underline the importance of the integration of climate policies with economic 
and social policies and with policies in other fields.  Both OECD and IIASA 
have capabilities across the various fields of expertise required to clarify 
these major issues at the interfaces of the climate, energy, economic, social, 
finance and innovation systems.   
 
It is the purpose of the Strategic Partnership to build on this expertise to 
advance a coherent systems approach which will be essential to integrate 
properly the various facets of policy and to take account of synergies, trade-
offs and dynamic relationships.  This could be a remarkable demonstration 
of the integration of science and policy and the power of an integrated, cross-
sector, systems approach. 
 
In conclusion, I will make one further point.  The crises and issues which I 
have outlined can, in principle, still be managed and contained through 
effective policies and partnerships and international solidarity and 
collaboration – but it is late.  
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The issue is not therefore whether we could contain our problems but 
whether we can generate the will, the cooperation and the organisation to act 
in time to preserve a decent future for our children and succeeding 
generations.  Leaders in all walks of life and influential institutions such as 
OECD hold the prospects of present and succeeding generations in their 
hands.  We need a positive vision and urgent action if we are to preserve a 
decent future for coming generations. 
 

 
 

Let me close by quoting several key points made by Chancellor Merkl in her 
New Year’s address as they precisely clarify the challenge we face:  

“I, as a 65-year-old, will not personally experience all of the consequences 
that climate change will bring if politicians do not act,” but “coming 
generations will live with the consequences of what we do or fail to do today.”  
In conclusion, she said, “We need, now more than ever, the courage to think 
in new ways, the strength to leave well-trodden paths, the readiness to 
venture into new territory and the resolve to act more quickly,” adding that it 
was essential to do so “if a good life on this planet is to be possible for today’s 
young people and those who come after them.” 

Mr. Secretary General, your Excellencies, Members of the OECD Council,   

I hope that, under your leadership, the Organisation will be able to play a 
major role in developing the innovative policies and the international 
consensus required to achieve the action we so urgently need to assure a 
safe and prosperous future. 


