
A tipping point is that 
magical (or malevolent) 
moment when an idea, 
trend, or social behav-
ior crosses a threshold, 
tips, and then spreads 
like wildfire. A single 
sick person can start an 
epidemic of the flu. Or a 

Twitter meme. Or a single sick person like 
an authoritarian president can contract 
COVID-19, the worldwide pandemic he 
deliberately ignored and then lied about.

We have reached not one, but multiple 
tipping points in 2020. Tipping points 
occur in our personal lives, our political 
lives and in our lives on the planet. Not our 
planet, the planet. If we really felt that it 
was ours, we’d take much better care of it.

The environment has its own tipping 
points. 

While the American collapse in political 
terms is directly attributable to the current 
climate of poisonous political partisan-
ship fueled by a White House steeped in 
climate denial, the collapse of our global 
environment may now be inevitable. There 
are fifteen known global, climate, tipping 
points that regulate the state of the planet, 
and nine of them have been activated.

Australian National University emeritus 
professor, Will Steffen, told Voice of Ac-
tion that there was already a chance that 
we have triggered a “global tipping cas-
cade” that could take us to a less habitable 
“Hothouse Earth” climate, regardless of 
whether or not we reduced CO2 emissions.

Steffen, Down Under’s leading climate 
scientist, says it would take 30 years at best 
(and more likely 40 to 60 years) to transi-
tion to net-zero emissions. But when it 
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comes to tipping points such as Arctic sea 
ice, we may have already run out of time.

Evidence shows we will also lose control 
of the tipping points for the Amazon 
rainforest, the West Antarctic ice sheet, and 
the Greenland ice sheet in much less time 
than it’s going to take us to get to net-zero 
emissions, Steffen maintains.

“Given the momentum in both the Earth 
and human systems, and the growing dif-
ference between the reaction time needed 
to steer humanity towards a more sustain-
able future, and the intervention time left 
to avert a range of catastrophes in both 
the physical climate system 
(e.g., melting of Arctic sea ice) 
and the biosphere (e.g., loss of 
the Great Barrier Reef ), we are 
already deep into the trajectory 
towards collapse,” said Steffen.

“That is, the intervention 
time we have left has, in many 
cases, shrunk to levels that are 
shorter than the time it would 
take to transition to a more 
sustainable system.

“The fact that many of the 
features of the Earth System 
that are being damaged or 
lost constitute ‘tipping points’ 
that could well link to form a 
‘tipping cascade’ raises the 
ultimate question: have we already lost 
control of the system? Is collapse now 
inevitable?”

Steffen argues that the intervention 
time left to prevent tipping could already 
have shrunk towards zero, whereas the 
reaction time to achieve net-zero emis-
sions is 30 years at best. Hence, we might 
already have lost control of whether tip-

ping happens.
Where you stand politically is a major 

determinant in whether or not you believe 
in the climate crisis. While the majority of 
Americans have now come to see climate 
change for the existential threat that it is, 
Republican voters lag behind. Fewer than 
two in five (39%) consider environmental 
protection to be something they care 
about, and just 21 percent consider it to 
be a top priority according to the Pew Re-
search Center. By comparison, 78 percent 
of Democrats view climate change as a top 
priority heading into this election cycle.

The winds of belief, however, may be 
shifting. As hundreds of wildfires recently 
tore through 1.2 million acres in Northern 
California, the cultural conversation took 
an apocalyptic turn. The conflagrations 
had the unexpected effect of drawing 
people with opposing political views 
closer together. 

A recent survey conducted by Stanford 

University’s Bill Lane Center for the Ameri-
can West suggests that personal experi-
ence with wildfires may lessen partisan 
gaps over climate policy. As global climate 
change induces more frequent and intense 
climatic events, the frequency of objec-
tively personal experiences with extreme 
weather-related events like wildfires may 
help to reduce partisan gaps over climate 
policy.

This might be a positive tipping point in 
the decades-long efforts to persuade the 
public that we are all, no matter where our 
political, religious and economic belief are 
rooted, facing an existential and environ-

mental emergency. 
I find myself wondering 

what the tipping point was 
that persuaded all the pas-
sengers on the “unsinkable” 
Titanic that they were all go-
ing to die. Unless they could 
secure a space on one of the 
lifeboats. 

There is no silver bullet, no 
magical Noah’s Ark to hold 
everyone in our foundering 
world. We, all of us, every 

single country, must agree on 
what capacity the climate-
crisis lifeboats need to have 
to keep all of our heads 
above water, what they 

should look like, and how to build them 
quickly. 

John Bos is a contributing writer to Green 
Energy Times, Citizen Truth and other 
publications. He has been studying and 
writing about the political avoidance of 
global warming for ten years. Comments, 
factual corrections and questions are invited 
at john01370@gmail.com. 

Matterhorn, one of Europe’s tallest peaks, in the Alps on the border between Italy and Swit-
zerland, is eroding as a result of glacial meltwater at the summit. Photos from NASA’s “State 
of Flux” series show courtesy of the Panopticon Gallery, Boston, MA.
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There is a grim set 
of connected issues 
shaking the stability 
of the United States 
as the federal gov-
ernment crumbles in 
the face of COVID-19, 
white racism, capital-

ist exploitation of the poor and the 
Earth, political bribery and the denial 
of science and climate change. Many 
themes are haunting.

Out in the real world, the hurricane 
season has hit new records with 25 
named storms in 2020. Many storms hit 
the gulf coast. There have been cata-
strophic fires across the western U.S. 
exacerbated by climate change. One 
Oregon state senator, who opposed 
climate change legislation, returned 
to find his home burnt to ashes. For 
humans, this is poetic justice, but for 
the climate system, this is just reality. 
The Siberian forest and peat are burn-
ing; the permafrost and Arctic sea-ice 
are melting and irreversible changes are 
setting in. Across a vast area of Russia, 
temperatures in the first six months of 
2020 averaged more than ten degrees 
above the climate of twenty years ago. 
On the summer solstice, one town 
within the Arctic reached 100 degrees F. 

Globally, 2020 will be one of the 
warmest years on record, as global 
climate change is accelerating. As more 
heat is stored in the oceans, ancient 
Arctic ice shelves are melting and 
warmer sea water is undercutting the 
huge Antarctic glaciers, which will flood 
our coasts in the coming decades. 

The United States, after withdraw-
ing from the 2015 Paris climate-change 
agreement, is not simply avoiding these 
issues but heading into a new dark age. 
Under the cover of COVID-19, President 
Trump is taking multi-million-dollar bribes 
from polluting industries to roll back EPA 
clean air, clean water and cleaner car 
regulations, because he needs money 
for re-election. The 1970 establishment 
by President Nixon of the Environmental 
Protection Agency, and the Clean Air Act 
the same year were real achievements, as 
were the Clean Air Act extensions passed 
by President George H.W. Bush in 1990, 
just 30 years ago. 

G. H. W. Bush was the last Republican 
president that really listened to scientists. 
Following Reagan, he was responsible 
for extending the Montreal protocol, the 
global regulation that saved the Earth 
from an ozone catastrophe. G. H. W. Bush 
fully understood that society must pay 
to protect future generations 
from pollution. In contrast, the 
shocking actions of the current 
president and his advisors in 
rolling back pollution regula-
tions for ready cash are simply 
despicable; as this condemns 
hundreds of thousands of 
children and older people to 
sickness and death.

The glaring issue is that our 
society no longer places much 
value on the future, because 
capitalism has become increas-
ingly focused on maximizing 
current profits for corporations 
and the wealthy. Most capitalist 

economies, such as those in Europe, in-
clude the future costs of pollution as real 
costs for doing business. Here in the U.S., 
rich corporations, the fossil fuel industry 
and right-wing politicians have conspired 
to pretend the future of our children and 
the future of the Earth have no value. In 
simple terms they are refusing to take any 
responsibility for the future. Once the U.S. 
claimed it stood for freedom, responsibil-
ity and justice (at least for white racists). 
Now the U.S. capitalist economy simply 
prizes the freedom to exploit the poor 
and the Earth for profit. 

For example, we hear that paying 
fees now for future climate damage is not 
‘cost-effective’. This is warped logic. We 
care deeply for our children in the pres-
ent, so why are we so willing to sacrifice 
their future lives to increase current 
profits a little. When will we start asking 
the honest question: “Is this cost-effective 
for our children?”

As the COVID-19 pandemic spreads 
again across the U.S., the political 

response has been dismal. We hear the 
strange rationalization that freedom not 
to wear masks is more important than the 
spread of the virus. This is not freedom 
coupled with responsibility. Where in the 
U.S. constitution does the freedom to 
spread diseases that kill people appear? 
Of course, government denial of the real-
ity and science of COVID-19 has played a 
large part.

Another haunting group are the 
right-wing Christians who backed slavery 
and then white racism for nearly a century 
after the Civil War. Now they are encour-
aging the white racist views of the presi-
dent. Where is their compassion for the 
suffering of the poor during this pandem-
ic? Are they concerned for women and 
children as climate change threatens our 
grandchildren? Contrast the example of 
the black Baptist minister Samuel Sharpe, 
who called 60,000 Jamaican slaves out on 
strike for half-pay on Christmas Day 1831. 
He was executed for treason, but his clear 
Christian stance led directly to irrevocable 
freedom for all the slaves across the Brit-

ish Empire.
Yes, we have much to 

do. So, take a deep breath 
and step out into the beau-
ty of early winter. Breathe 
again and connect with 
the whole of the Creation, 
and resolve to preserve it. 
Encourage schools to hold 
classes outside on sunny 
days, so children can learn 
immersed in the natural 
world. Resolve to stand 
together for freedom, 
responsibility and justice 
for all. 
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