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September 2015        Agendum 9 

THE GOVERNING BODY OF THE CHURCH IN WALES 
CORFF LLYWODRAETHOL YR EGLWYS YNG NGHYMRU 

 
CLIMATE CHANGE 

 
Report from the CHASE (Church Action for Sustaining the Environment) group of the 
Church in Wales, supported by Canon Carol Wardman, Bishops’ Adviser for Church 
and Society  

1. Purpose of Motion 

Climate change is one of the key challenges facing humanity in the 21st century.   There is firm 
scientific evidence for this, and there are clear theological reasons why the church should be at the 
forefront of a courageous and faithful response to the present situation.     

In February 2012, Archbishop Barry recognised this when he signed Operation Noah’s Ash 
Wednesday Declaration1, which  challenges the Church to realise that care for God’s creation – and 
concern about climate change – is part of the Christian gospel and the Church’s mission.   

This paper proposes that the Church in Wales should develop action to play its part to respond to 
the challenge, in ways that reflect our faith and which will help us to achieve our 2020 Vision. 

2. Climate Change 

The latest Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change report (IPCC) report, published in 2014, 
underlines how firm the science is.  Annex A summarises key points and some of the likely main 
impacts.  

In addition to causing major damage to eco-systems, in terms of the impact on people, climate 
change during the rest of this century will hit the world’s poor hardest, for instance through the 
threat to global food supplies, food prices, and access to water, and because they do not have the 
wealth to shield themselves against the impacts.    Poor communities typically live in areas at greater 
risk of flooding, and impacts of climate change will be disproportionately felt in countries where 
governmental systems and social cohesion are not strong enough to ride out the pressures.2  This is 
likely to cause many more people to become refugees, and pressures may lead to more armed 
conflict. 

Annex A also notes the IPCC analysis which underlines that the idea that there is a trade-off 
between the economy and climate change is an illusion; the real threat to the economy in the 
medium to longer-term is in ignoring climate change.  

We can make a choice to change.   It is not too late for decisive action to be taken to avoid climate 
change reaching really dangerous proportions, but the longer the delay, the greater the costs will be.  
Cutting emissions will however mean a complex set of winners and losers.   The political challenge 
of managing this so that agreements can be brokered and progress made, is really big.  The final 
stage of the current UN-sponsored international climate negotiations takes place in Paris this 
December. 

3. Theology 

The concept that we are stewards of God’s creation is widely acknowledged but the issues raised by 
climate change underline that caring for creation is an integral part of Christian faith today. 
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 Loving our neighbour requires action on climate change, given that it will be the 
poor who are likely to suffer most; and the resource pressures caused by unchecked 
climate change will contribute to social and political instability, including armed 
conflict, particularly in countries where governmental capacity to cope with the 
added pressures is weakest. 

 Loving our neighbour means loving future generations, who will inherit the world 
after us. 

 We have an obligation to live with respect for God’s creation for its own sake, 
recognising that the non-human world in all its diversity contributes to our spiritual 
as well as material wellbeing, and should not merely be exploited for our benefit. 
Addressing climate change requires solidarity between rich and poor, between 
countries, and between generations, to work for the common good.  

Links with  2020 Vision 

Tackling climate change is therefore not a distraction from the central challenges the Church faces 
about its future.   Rather, addressing environmental issues, and climate change in particular, can play 
a valuable role in helping the Church to grow and fulfil its mission: 

 It is integral to giving young people in particular a vision that shows how Christian faith is 
central to the big issues the world will be facing in their lifetime, including the environment 
and social justice. 

 Working with environmental and community groups offers opportunities to draw more 
people into the life of the church. 

 It can enrich church links with schools, and youth work. 
 It can deepen and enrich our faith, and put us on a path to a more respectful way 

of living; 
 It can help inform decisions about the pattern of Church presence in future, including 

ministry area size, composition and use of buildings. 
 It is good stewardship of the church’s resources:   cutting emissions from better use of 

buildings and travelling patterns can reduce energy bills and other overheads. 
 

4. Action 

The Parish Green Guide (2008) was a significant first step in giving parishes guidance on sustainability 
and the environment generally.   It also included pointers on some of the practical steps that 
parishes can take to reduce their carbon emissions.  

We now need to build on this, promoting a greater shared theological understanding of the impact 
of climate change, encouraging and providing greater support for parishes in taking action, and 
making sure that we take appropriate supporting action at Wales-level.  In this way we will respond 
to the challenge facing us as stewards of God’s creation, practicing what we preach, and in the 
process strengthening and enriching the life of the Church. 

It is recommended that proposals for action be developed as follows: 

Action at Wales-level 

a) Weaving an understanding of climate change and its theological implications 
more closely into worship, prayer and study.  This is fundamental, to enrich and 
deepen how we understand and express our faith; and as a basis for action.  Much of this 
needs to happen with congregations at parish level, and to underpin this we need to help all 
church members to deepen their understanding of the issues.  The inclusion of climate 
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change issues in training programmes is crucial.  Ways should be explored to enable this to 
happen at many levels, including ordination training and CMD.  

b) Investment policy.  There are important considerations for our investment policy, 
including financial implications.  The Bank of England has highlighted the risk that the financial 
values of fossil fuel assets could be unrealistically high.3  The Church Commissioners in 
England and other church investors have reviewed their climate change policy, and the 
Church of England announced in May 2015 a combination of disinvestment from the most 
environmentally-damaging fossil fuels, while intensifying critical engagement with companies 
on other fuels.  The Church in Wales’ Ethical Investment Group is advising the Investment 
Committee on the approach in Wales. 
 

c) Influencing.  The Bench of Bishops will consider what stance they wish to take in the run-
up to the UN climate negotiations in Paris.   Congregations or groups within the Church in 
Wales who want to contribute to distinctively Christian voices calling for action on climate 
change are encouraged to link into the ecumenical campaigns run by organisations such as 
Operation Noah4 and A Rocha5.    

In Wales, there are on-going opportunities for the Church to influence action by Welsh 
Government.  The Future Generations Act creates more opportunities at both Wales and 
diocesan level for the Church to engage with public sector planning arrangements.   This will 
provide an opportunity for the Church to call for important issues to be addressed. 

 Action to support and encourage action at local level 

It is recommended that the Church in Wales develops proposals covering the following areas: 

a) Doing more to help parishes to reduce carbon emissions from church buildings and from 
travel by provision of improved information and advice, and by discussion with dioceses 
about what other steps could be taken. 

b) Supporting parishes who want to encourage congregations to take action in their own lives. 
A number of websites, such as Operation Noah and Eco-Congregation6, already set out a 
practical menu of steps that churches can take, ranging from the extremely simple to the 
more ambitious.   These include suggestions on how to include climate change and 
environmental issues in worship and prayer, suggestions on fasting, action by individuals and 
families, and action with local communities. 

c) Many parishes already do excellent work on ecology using the concept of ’God’s Acre’ in 
their churchyards, and working with local communities and environmental groups.   We 
need to explore what might help more to follow this approach.  

d) Encourage parishes to engage with local communities on local environmental problems.  It is 
often local issues such as flooding that can help people engage with climate change as a 
practical reality not an abstract and distant global issue. 

e) Looking at how to weave Christian perspectives on the environment and climate change into 
contact between churches and their local church and state schools, and also into youth 
work.  
 

5. Next Steps 

It is proposed that the CHASE group (Church Action for Sustaining the Environment) should play a 
key role in helping to develop specific proposals for action, feeding in views from dioceses.  Dioceses 
are invited to review their representation on CHASE with this in mind.  A report on progress will 
be brought back to the Governing Body at its next meeting in April. 
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6. Motion  

The Governing Body is invited to agree: 

That the Governing Body: 

1) Agree that proposals for strengthening the Church’s action on climate change be developed; 
2) Invite dioceses to review their representation on CHASE to support this process;  
3) Note that the Ethical Investment Group is advising the Representative Body on how to take 

account of climate change in investment; and 
4) Note that the Governing Body will receive a report on progress in April 2016.  

                                                            
1 See leaflet enclosed; also http://operationnoah.org/what‐we‐do/ash‐wednesday‐declaration/ 
2See for example: 

 Christian Aid:  Time for Climate Justice paper no 11, Oct 2013: Loss and damage:  Protecting the most 
vulnerable (http://www.christianaid.org.uk/images/time‐for‐climate‐justice‐11.pdf);  

 Janice Ian Manlutac Regional Change Lead ‐ Building Resilience, Oxfam GB in Asia:  Five issues the 
2015 climate agreement needs to address (http://policy‐practice.oxfam.org.uk/blog/2015/07/five‐
issues‐the‐2015‐climate‐agreement‐needs‐to‐address) 

3 Letter from Bank of England Governor Mark Carney to the Chair of the Parliamentary Environmental Audit 
Committee, 30 October 2014 
4 http://operationnoah.org/ 
5 http://arocha.org.uk/ 
6 http://ecocongregation.org/ 



1 
 

ANNEX A 

CLIMATE CHANGE:  THE SCIENCE 

Unless otherwise stated, this annex is based on the advice of the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC), which is the independent body of international scientists charged by the UN 
with assessing and reviewing the most recent evidence.  Their latest report was published in 2014, 
and is based on work by hundreds of experts, drawing on thousands of research papers.  The UK 
Government has always fully supported the work of the IPCC and regards its assessments as the 
most authoritative view of the science. The full report can be accessed at 
http://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar5/wg2/.  

The evidence on climate change 

1. The way in which carbon dioxide, methane and nitrous oxide act to warm the earth has 
been proven for a long time. 

2. Greenhouse gas levels in the atmosphere are now 40% higher than before 1800 and are at 
levels not seen for at least the last 800,000 years. 

3. The average temperature at the Earth’s surface has risen by 0.8 degrees Celsius over the last 
century.   Each of the last three decades has been successively warmer at the Earth’s surface 
than any preceding decade since 1850.  13 of the last 14 warmest years on record have 
occurred in the 21st century. 

4. It is more than 95% certain that greenhouse gas emissions caused by humanity have been 
responsible for at least 50% of the warming observed between 1951 and 2010. 

5. The observed pattern of tropospheric warming and stratospheric cooling over the past 30-
40 years is broadly consistent with computer model simulations that include increases in 
CO2 and decreases in stratospheric ozone, each caused by human activities. The observed 
pattern is not consistent with purely natural changes in the Sun’s energy output, volcanic 
activity, or natural climate variations such as El Niño and La Niña. 

6. The oceans have absorbed about 30% of the extra greenhouse gases emitted since 1750.  As 
a result, the acidity of ocean surface water has increased by 26%. 

7. The oceans are warming and expanding in volume.  Between 1901 and 2010 global mean sea 
level rose by 19cm. 

8. The recent slowdown in warming is explicable.  Since the very warm surface temperatures 
of 1998 which followed the strong 1997-98 El Niño, the rate of increase in average surface 
temperature has slowed, relative to the previous decade.  This is because more of the 
excess heat has been stored in the oceans.  Temperatures are still rising, if more slowly:  
surface temperatures in the 2000s were on average warmer than in the 1990s. 

Future prospects 

9. IPCC’s view is that multiple lines of evidence indicate a strong, consistent relationship 
between cumulative carbon dioxide emissions and projected global temperature to 2100. 

10. The consequences will include more frequent, and longer, heat-waves. 
11. Climate change is projected to reduce renewable surface water and groundwater resources 

in most dry sub-tropical regions, intensifying competition for water.  Groundwater reserves 
in many of Earth’s water catchment areas are already being used at an unsustainable rate. 

12. A nearly ice-free Arctic Ocean in the summertime is likely before 2050, if emissions 
continue on their current path.   
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13. It is likely that the area of permafrost (in the top 3.5 metres of soil) in high northern 
latitudes will reduce by more than a third by 2100.  This brings the risk that the large 
volumes of methane currently trapped in those frozen soils will be released, further 
increasing greenhouse warming. 

14. Global mean sea-level is likely to rise by up to 0.8 metres by 2100.  It appears that extreme 
sea levels, eg in storm surges, have increased since 1970; and this trend is likely to continue. 

15. More extreme weather-events are likely, including heat-waves, droughts, and short bursts of 
intense rainfall.  

16. It is virtually certain that sea-levels will continue to rise for many centuries after 2100, given 
the delay involved in the thermal expansion of the oceans and the melting of ice-sheets.  
Abrupt and irreversible ice loss from the Antarctic ice-sheet, combined with the slow 
melting of the Greenland ice-cap, would raise sea-levels by many tens of metres. 

Impacts on eco-systems 

1. Many species face an increased risk of extinction due to climate change.  
2. Terrestrial and marine species have shifted their geographical ranges and migration patterns 

in response to climate change. 
3. Eco-systems are already under stress due to the rise in human populations, farming and 

industry.  
4. Continued climate change will add greatly to this stress.  Plants and animals can adapt to 

changing climate, but not at the speed we are seeing.  Most plant species cannot naturally 
shift their geographical ranges fast enough; and the fragmentation of wildlife habitats due to 
pressures from agriculture makes it much harder for plants and wildlife to shift their 
habitats. 

5. Most small mammals and freshwater molluscs will not be able to keep up with the rates of 
climate change, unless emissions are cut back on the most stringent emissions reduction 
scenario modelled by IPCC.   

6. Marine organisms face not just changing temperatures, but also acidifying water with 
progressively lower levels of oxygen. Coral reefs and polar ecosystems are highly vulnerable 
at present, but ocean acidification will continue for centuries.  This poses substantial risks to 
marine ecosystems, including to plankton which are the basis for the marine food-chain. 

7. As part of this, marine acidification poses major risks to marine phyto-plankton, which 
account for about half of the Earth’s total photosynthesis.  Marine acidification could 
therefore potentially damage the composition of the atmosphere.  Scientists have not so far 
had a chance to study this sufficiently to model the effects.  This illustrates the extent to 
which humanity is running unknown risks. 

Impacts on People 

8. Global temperature increases of 4 degrees C or more above late 20th century levels, 
combined with the increased demand for food as a result of rising global population, would 
pose large risks to global food security. 

9. Production of wheat, rice and maize is projected to suffer if local temperatures increase by 
more than 2 degrees C; although some localities may benefit from altered growing 
conditions. 

10. By 2100, high temperatures and humidity in some areas are likely to compromise common 
human activities for parts of the year, including growing food and working outdoors. 
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11. In urban areas, climate change is projected to increase risks from heat stress, storms and 
extreme rainfall, inland and coastal flooding, water scarcity, sea-level rise and storm surges. 

12. The risks brought by climate change are generally greater for disadvantaged people and 
communities; and for countries/areas lacking essential infrastructure and robust systems of 
government. 

13. Throughout the rest of this century, climate change is expected to increase ill-health in many 
regions, especially in developing countries with low incomes and therefore less resilience. 

14. Climate change is projected to increase displacement of people and increase the risks of 
violent conflict, both directly (in the sense of competition for resources) and even more by 
adding to the instability of societies/countries that lack the ability to cope with the pressures. 

15. The UK Government indicates that direct impacts in the UK are likely to include increased 
flooding (coastal and inland, as sea levels rise, the risk of storm surges increases, and peak 
river flows increase); a significant reduction in the availability of water from groundwater and 
river abstraction; and economic and health losses from extreme heat events.   

16. The UK is also likely to be affected heavily by the indirect effects of living in a more unstable 
world, including impacts on food supply. 

What is needed to limit climate change 

17. The Earth’s systems mean that there is a delay of about 30 years before most of the impact 
of the emissions in the atmosphere shows up in our weather. 

18. Nothing can be done now about the climate change already in the pipeline (which will take 
effect until mid-century); but cuts to emissions now can substantially reduce the climate risks 
the world will face from the middle of the century onwards. 

19. If emissions continue unabated, warming is likely to exceed 4 degrees C (above pre-
industrial levels) by 2100.  This would mean substantial species extinction, global and 
regional food insecurity, and consequent instability for human societies 

20. To avoid dangerous impacts, the average temperature rise needs to be limited to 2 degrees 
C above pre-industrial levels. 

21. To have a better than two-thirds chance of achieving this limit, total global emissions must 
be cut by at least 40% by 2050 (compared with 2010 levels), and then to be near zero in 
2100.   The more delay there is, the harder the challenge will be. 

22. Carbon Capture and Storage (CCS) has potential to reduce the damage caused by the 
remaining element of fossil fuel use, but development has so far has been slow.  The 
contribution it can make to reducing total emissions by 2050 is therefore limited, and so 
does not remove the need for a rapid shift away from relying so heavily on fossil fuels. 

Are emissions cuts on this scale feasible? 

23. Emissions reductions of this order are attainable.  The technology of renewable energy (both 
generation and battery storage) is advancing rapidly.  Costs (eg of solar power) have fallen 
greatly and are set to fall further. 

24. Emissions cuts need not damage the economy.  Chapter 6 of the IPCC report reviews a 
comprehensive range of economic analyses, including estimates of the costs of cutting 
emissions, together with their impact on GDP and consumption.  Its central estimate for the 
cuts outlined above is that they would sacrifice on average only 0.06 percentage points of 
annualised growth in consumption between now and 2100.   
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25. Emissions cuts mean de-carbonising the economy, not stopping it.  De-carbonising is an 
economic opportunity:  the key is to make a major and rapid shift in investment patterns, in 
order to convert economies.  

26. This is however based on what IPCC calls ‘idealised implementation scenarios’:  ie humanity 
acting rationally, in the interests of the common good, taking rapid action to reduce 
emissions, and advancing rapidly in low-carbon technologies.  Factors which delay action, 
such as vested interests, short-sightedness, and institutional and political inertia, all push up 
the economic costs.   

27. Higher costs resulting from delay mean that the real danger to economic growth, in anything 
other than the short-term, comes from ignoring climate change. 

28. The Stern Report of 2006 for the UK Government stressed that the benefits of strong, early 
action on climate change outweigh the costs; and that the earlier action is taken, the less 
costly it will be.  Stern said ‘tackling climate change is the pro-growth strategy for the 
longer-term, and it can be done in a way that does not cap the aspirations for growth of rich 
or poor countries.’ (Executive summary of the report here:  
http://www.wwf.se/source.php/1169157/Stern%20Report_Exec%20Summary.pdf.) 

29. The biggest difficulty in cutting emissions is less likely to be a lack of suitable technology, or 
that it is not technically possible, or that the scale of investment is impossible; but the 
political challenge of managing this change so that agreements can be brokered and progress 
made.  This challenge is substantial. 
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