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Equity issues associated with climate change are largely about limiting the impact of climate change itself and the distribution of costs of actions to address climate change. The most important equity goal is to prevent catastrophic climate change which will impact most severely on poorer communities around the world – this is a moral imperative. However, due to the long life span of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere, and the lack of effective actions to address rising emissions so far, we also need to address the emerging impacts of climate change and the adaptation challenges that they present. 

This paper provides an overview of equity issues associated with climate change in Victoria and identifies potential roles for the community sector. 

Vulnerability to the negative impacts of climate change and policies put in place to limit greenhouse gas emissions varies across different parts of the Victorian community, as does adaptive capacity. Differences in location, financial resources, skill levels and social connectedness will all influence the likelihood that individuals will experience hardship associated with climate change. 

Our current social and economic systems are built on unlimited use of cheap fossil fuels, which is the main cause of anthropogenic climate change. Our heating and cooling, personal transport and movement of goods, the way we light our homes and produce all the goods and services we have come to take for granted to a large extent depend on energy use systems which are unsustainable. To take effective action to prevent catastrophic climate change is estimated to require a reduction in greenhouse gas emissions of 60 - 85% below 2000 levels by 2050.
 However, if these reductions are distributed more equitably between developed and developing countries, Australia would need to reduce our greenhouse gas emissions by upwards of 80% by 2050. In real terms, Australia’s greenhouse gas emissions have grown by around 30% since 1990. Constraining our use of fossil fuels in energy and transport, which together account for about 64% of our greenhouse gas emissions, presents an enormous challenge, especially given the urgency of the task.

At the same time, Australia is beginning to see the effects of climate change. Prolonged drought and changing rainfall patterns are leading to water shortages across the country. We are experiencing hotter temperatures with more extremely hot days and heat spells and we are starting to see extreme weather events such as flooding, cyclones and storm surges as potential precursors of more hostile weather conditions in the future.

Both action to prevent climate change and the effects of climate change itself will be a substantial driver of rapid social and economic change. In any transition period, members of the community who are least able to adapt to changed conditions whether because of financial, physical or social hardship, are vulnerable. 

Research and policy on climate change in Australia is still at an early stage in its development. It is critically important that equity concerns are included in the policy frameworks and research programs which are currently being developed. 

Global climate change and equity issues

Climate change is inherently an equity issue. The full effects of rising temperatures, sea levels and frequency of extreme weather events are unlikely to be fully felt for some time so action that we take today is in the interests of inter-generational equity. It is a case of learning how to "meet the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”
. Climate change is also an intra-generational equity issue as vulnerability to the effects of climate change, and responsibility for its effects, are highly unevenly distributed around the globe.

The equity implications of climate change have been a central concern of the international response the issue since it was first recognised. The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) is the overarching international policy framework which lays out the direction of action required on climate change. The treaty was signed at the Rio ‘Earth Summit’ in 1992. The UNFCCC explicitly recognises the “common but differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities” of different countries for climate change based on their historic and current greenhouse gas emission levels. 

Consequently, when emission reduction targets were negotiated at Kyoto, they were limited to industrialised countries in the first instance in recognition of their greater responsibility for emissions and greater capacity to reduce their emissions without compromising quality of life for their citizens. In light of what has occurred since in the debates over climate change and how it should best be addressed, it is worth quoting from the UNFCCC – it contains very noble sentiments: 

1. The Parties should protect the climate system for the benefit of present and future generations of humankind, on the basis of equity and in accordance with their common but differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities. Accordingly, the developed country Parties should take the lead in combating climate change and the adverse effects thereof.

2. The specific needs and special circumstances of developing country Parties, especially those that are particularly vulnerable to the adverse effects of climate change, and of those Parties, especially developing country Parties, that would have to bear a disproportionate or abnormal burden under the Convention, should be given full consideration.

It is also worth noting that both Australia and the US are signatories to the FCCC.

Global equity concerns are mirrored within communities – those least responsible for climate change are likely to be most at risk from its impact and least able to adapt. 

The following is an overview of the likely impacts of climate change in Victoria, potential effects on vulnerable communities and possible roles for the community sector.

Climate change, vulnerability and adaptation

Various frameworks have been developed to conceptualise climate change vulnerability. The model below is used by the Australian Greenhouse Office (AGO) and the Office for Climate Change (OCC) here in Victoria. It demonstrates that vulnerability, whether to climate change (as it was originally used) or climate change policy, is a combination of level of exposure combined with the impact of this exposure, and that this risk can be mitigated by adaptive capacity. Low income and disadvantaged groups have enhanced risk on all these dimensions.
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Source: Allen Consulting Group, Climate change risk and vulnerability: promoting an efficient adaptation response in Australia, Australian Greenhouse Office, Department of Environment and Heritage, 2005, ix. 

Background to impacts of climate change in Victoria 

Predictions of impacts of climate change in Victoria include:

· Higher average temperatures, more frequent extremely hot days and heat spells leading to longer bush fire seasons and potentially more serious fires

· Increased solar radiation due to reduced cloud cover

· Reduced rainfall, greater incidence of drought and greater evaporation leading to reduced runoff into water catchments

· Greater frequency of flooding in some areas 

· Coastal erosion and potentially increased storm surges

· Less snow fall over the alps

The less action taken globally to reduce the build up of greenhouse gasses in the atmosphere, the greater these impacts will be. Already we are starting to see some of these impacts and, due to the historic build up of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere as well as our current unprecedented emissions levels, some climate change is inevitable. 

Why will climate change impact disproportionately on low income and disadvantaged Victorians?

In addition to the direct impacts of climate change, the policies which we put in place to prevent climate change or to address the effects of climate change will drive significant social and economic changes. 
Economic transition under environmental stress

Particular industries and the communities which depend on them are more vulnerable to climate change impacts, in particular the agricultural sector. Decreased access to water and increased frequency and severity of droughts in the long term will create the need for change within the agricultural sector. 

Much of the policy response to drought is framed within the ‘exceptional circumstances’ framework. Drought policy is seen as a response to short time extreme conditions which should not function to support unsustainable farming businesses. However, in the face of climate change, short term policy responses of this kind will become increasingly ineffective. Climate change is already interacting with other drivers of social and economic change in many rural areas including regional centralisation, aging communities and changing farm structures. In any period of social and economic transition, those in the community with the least adaptive capacity, whether in the form of financial resources, social connectedness, education and training are at risk of hardship. While many people living in rural communities may be able to adapt their livelihood strategies by diversifying their income sources, adapting to new farming techniques or crops better suited to changed environmental conditions, many may need assistance to do so. Timely policy responses in this area will help to minimise impacts on rural communities. It will be important to ensure that all members of communities vulnerable to climate impacts are considered in transition planning – not just farmers and business owners. 
The Department of Primary Industries (DPI) is developing models of climate change vulnerability for rural communities which include social, economic and infrastructure indicators.
 Water security has been a central preoccupation of the State Government and this has lead to significant investment in water infrastructure around the state. Drought has also functioned as a policy lever for implementing community development projects aimed at increasing social capital in rural communities. 

However, there remains a disjunction between ‘exceptional circumstances’ based framework for drought response and the ongoing and long term predicted decreases in rainfall. 

Heat waves and isolated elderly people
Increasingly hot summers with more hot days and heat waves are likely to lead to significant health impacts. Many chronic conditions are exacerbated by heat stress and older people in general are more vulnerable to the effects of high temperatures.
 Urban areas are particularly problematic as buildings, roads and lack of cooling green space create ‘heat islands’. Isolated older people are particularly vulnerable. During a heat wave in Europe in 2003, an extra 22,000 – 35,000 deaths occurred which were directly attributable to the high temperatures.
 In Victoria heat related deaths are predicted to rise from 582 per year at present to up to 604 per year by 2020 and up to 1318 per year by 2050 as temperatures increase.
 

Low income and disadvantaged groups are likely to be more vulnerable to heat related illness and even death as they are less likely to have access to air conditioning and will have less capacity to ‘climate proof’ their homes by installing insulation, shading and cooling systems.
 This is especially true for low income people living in rental properties, temporary accommodation or low cost housing options such as caravans. 

The Department of Human Services (DHS) is currently developing a Victorian Heat Wave Emergency Plan and is active in gathering information on preparing and protecting vulnerable groups from the effects of heat waves.
 

Community organisations which work with older people, as well as advocacy groups, will play a crucial role in the development and implementation of heat wave planning. Services which visit older people in their homes such as the Royal District Nursing Service, Home and Community Care (HACC) services, Meals on Wheels programs and voluntary visitor programs are critical networks and points of contact for isolated elderly residents, especially those with health problems which may increase their vulnerability to heat waves. Coordination of responses on the local level, as well as feedback on the practical effectiveness of heat wave systems as they are put in place, will be important in minimising the risk of increased illness and unnecessary deaths from heatwaves. 

Preventative action on heat waves will also rely on community networks to ensure that information is distributed to those who need it most. Policies which would assist older people, including low income older people, to reduce the heat of their houses over summer could also decrease risks. 
Insurance and damage to property and belongings
Increased frequency and intensity of extreme rainfall, wind and lightening events is likely to cause significant damage to buildings and urban facilities.
 

The built environment is vulnerable to the effects of climate change, especially extreme weather events. 

This is clearly an issue for the whole community, especially for the planning and maintenance major infrastructure and emergency responses. However it is also an issue for households. Damage from floods and fire can be devastating as people need to find alternative accommodation, deal with losses of personal possessions and rebuild their communities. The risks from these forms of damage are likely to be much greater for low income and disadvantaged households, as many are uninsured and have limited financial resources to recover from these events. In addition, as the impacts of climate change become better understood, lower income people living in climate vulnerable locations such as flood prone areas will be less able to relocate, especially as the value of properties in these areas is likely to decrease and they will be harder to insure.  

A study by the Brotherhood of St Laurence found that low income households are already less likely to be covered by adequate insurance:

Many people on low incomes are not insured. Although a lot of people on low incomes are good money managers, they often do not have a sufficient buffer or adequate networks to replace stolen or damaged assets. As a result, the consequences of a fire, flood or theft for an uninsured person on a low income can be severe.

It is predicted that the effects of climate change will lead to greater instability and vulnerability within the insurance sector. Indeed, insurers have been at the forefront of business lobbying for action on climate change for this reason. Losses from extreme weather events can decrease the viability of insurers and is likely to lead to: 
…increased premiums, altered product offerings and more stringent eligibility requirements expected to be part of an insurance future driven by predictive modelling rather than historical analysis.

This is likely to make insurance offered through the private sector increasingly difficult for low income households to access. 

The is a need for advocacy for insurance models which are more accessible for low income groups such as policies providing emergency cover for limited assets for a substantially reduced price on monthly payment plans. This may need to be provided through a social insurance scheme. 
Damage to community infrastructure

Community facilities such as sporting grounds, community health centres, maternal child health centres, childcare centres, neighbourhood houses, community centres and public playgrounds are essential resources whole communities and particularly low income and disadvantaged groups who may be able to afford to access the services that these facilities provide through the private sector. These facilities are also at risk of damage from ground subsidence and extreme weather events. Pre-emptive planning at the local government level which identifies vulnerable community buildings and puts in place ‘climate proofing’ where possible may help reduce impacts of damage to these assets on low income and disadvantaged groups.

Indirect impacts from climate change policy

Policies to address climate change through reducing greenhouse gas emissions need to take into account the ability of low income and disadvantaged households to alter their behaviour to avoid increased costs. The distribution of mitigation costs should ideally reflect responsibility for greenhouse gas emissions and adaptive ability.
Utilities – access to water and pricing 

Policies such as carbon taxes or emissions trading, which is the preferred policy direction in Australia, will increase the cost of electricity and gas.
 In addition, the costs of new energy and water infrastructure needed in response to climate change, as well as increased maintenance costs from climate damage are likely to be passed on to consumers.
 Without intervention, this could result in a situation where low income households face additional costs to address the pollution of more wealthy households.

In order to prevent regressive energy and water pricing, actions which increase the costs of utilities need to be partnered with regulation to protect low income and disadvantaged groups from increased costs for essential services.
 
Transport in a carbon constrained future

Australia’s transport sector is heavily dependent on fossil fuels and alternative transport infrastructure and services are unevenly distributed through the Victorian community. As a consequence, low income households in areas poorly serviced by public transport experience much higher transport costs as they are reliant on owning multiple vehicles to meet their mobility needs. Research by Currie and Senbergs (2007) demonstrates that high quality public transport such as rail reduces car dependency for low income households.
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Source: G Currie and Z Senbergs, ‘Exploring forced car ownership in Melbourne’, Australasian Transport Research Forum, 2007.

As the need to reduce greenhouse gas emissions from transport becomes more urgent, policies may be put in place to increase the costs of road usage such as road pricing, higher parking prices and higher fuel costs. Without adequate investment in high quality public transport services such as rail services to outer suburban, regional and rural communities, low income households in these areas will be unable to avoid additional transport costs.

Food prices

There is growing concern that climate change impacts may increase the cost of food, especially fresh food due to extreme weather events damaging crops, higher temperatures and limited access to water.
 Food security already effects between 5-6% of Victorians.
 Increased food prices would likely lead to health issues as well and considerable hardship for low income households.  
Role of the community sector
The role of the community sector in climate change builds on its existing functions of supporting, empowering and advocating on behalf of low income and disadvantaged Victorians. 
Responding to demand from climate based impacts

The community sector delivers a range of services which may face increasing demand under the effects of climate change. These include health and mental health services, support for older people, emergency response and emergency relief services. It is important that, if climate impacts do increase demands on services especially in drought effected rural areas, services are able to be expanded to meet this need. This will require appropriate and timely service planning and, of course, adequate funding. The community sector may need to continue pressure on government to adequately fund such services through collecting evidence of service demand and unmet need. 
Information distribution 
Community based organisations have strong links into local communities, especially into groups within communities who may have difficulty accessing information or may be hard to reach with mainstream marketing and communication strategies. The community sector’s role as a conduit of information to vulnerable and disadvantaged groups will be vital in ensuring that information about climate risks is distributed to, and understood by, those who need it most. Information about preparing for heat waves or other emergencies, opportunities for climate proofing or increasing water and energy efficiency within the home and support services or material assistance available during droughts, fires or other emergencies will reach vulnerable groups more effectively through the utilisation of community sector networks. 

Building social capacity and inclusion

The social capacity of communities is a protective factor in periods of transition and emergencies. The role of the community sector in building and resourcing social connectedness within communities will be invaluable in creating adaptive capacity to deal with the effects of climate change. 
Supporting inclusive and equitable climate change policy and research

Victorian Government, both at the local and state level, is starting to move from investigating the impacts of climate change in a fairly scientific framework to developing responses both to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and to assist communities to adapt. The new Office for Climate Change (OCC) within the Department of Premier and Cabinet (DPC) for example is still in the process of defining the scope of their work. 

It is vital that the community sector engages with these policy and research developments to encourage and facilitate the inclusion of equity considerations and the voices of disadvantaged groups. This includes building strong relationships with the environment sector to strengthen and coordinate advocacy. Examples of effective partnerships at the national level include work done by ACF, ACOSS and Choice and the partnership between the Brotherhood of St Laurence, ACF, the Climate Institute and the National Welfare Rights Network. These partnerships are helping to ensure that national policies such as emissions trading, as well as utilities pricing, adequately reflect equity considerations.   

At more local levels this involvement is also critical. Regional work into understanding the impacts of climate change on communities and assessments of adaptive capacity, for example, need to reflect diversity within communities. The community sector can have a role in ensuring that disadvantaged communities are able to participate in consultation and planning processes as well as representing these groups and advocating on their behalf.

Similarly, research on climate change within universities and policy organisations is broadening from looking at purely eco-systemic and environmental impacts to looking at social impacts and adaptation. Ensuring that there are adequate baseline measures and appropriate indicators which can be used to monitor the impacts of climate change and climate change policy on different vulnerable groups is important. Similarly there is a role for the community sector in assisting researchers and policy makers in including direct information about impacts on vulnerable communities in their work. 

Preventing climate change and ensuring sustainability

Finally, the community sector, like all other parts of the Australian community, has a responsibility to take action to prevent catastrophic climate change, especially given the equity implications at a global level. Community sector organisations will also need to adapt to changing conditions under climate change including higher utilities and fuel prices as part of broader sector sustainability planning. Without adequate planning for the impacts of climate change the community sector, which has limited resources, is potentially more vulnerable than the private sector.  
The community sector may also choose to become involved in the delivery of environmental programs, especially those like household retrofitting which will directly benefit low income groups. 
The community sector has scope to reduce their greenhouse gas emissions but may need education, support and funding incentives to do so given limited financial resources. 
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