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GO Clean Energy 

January 2009 Q&A with John Topping Jr. 

 

John Topping is President and CEO of the Climate Institute based in Washington, DC since its founding in 1986. 

From 1989-1990 he served as editor of the portions of the IPCC First Assessment Report concerning impacts of 

climate change on human settlement, industry, transport, energy, human health and air quality, and on impacts of 

climate and UV interactions and as Lead Author of the portions concerning impacts on human settlement, industry 

and transport. Topping received a Certificate from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change: "For 

contributing to the award of the Nobel Peace Prize of 2007 to the IPCC. 

Topping was the former Director of Air and Radiation of the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) under the 

Reagan administration. He holds a B.A. from Dartmouth College and a J.D. from Yale University. 

Topping is the editor of two volumes on climate change: Preparing for Climate Change (1988) and Coping with 

Climate Change (1989) and co-editor of Sudden and Disruptive Climate Change: Exploring the Real Risks and How 

We Can Avoid Them (2008). 

Al Gore, 2007 Nobel Peace Prize winner and former U.S. Presidential Candidate and Senator said of Topping’s 

book, “This book makes it clear to all of us that, while risks of abrupt climate change are increasing, opportunities 

to solve the climate crisis are abundant. It’s an impressive accomplishment.” 

*** 

Dennis Posadas (Manila, Philippines): John, what is your main assertion in your book Sudden and Disruptive 

Climate Change (U.K.: Earthscan, 2008)? What should be our main focus here in Asia to deal with this?  

John Topping: In our book, we recount evidence indicating that the rate of climate change is accelerating and that it 

has great potential to destabilize human civilization and to be catastrophic to many living species.  Among the 

disruptions likely to be of great concern to the Philippines and similarly situated Asian nations are sea level rise and 

a possible worsening of the intensity of severe typhoons.  

A few conventional energy groups, fearful of carbon controls, have promoted a 

contrarian view that has little support among reputable scientists. 
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A major thrust of our book is that many responses to climate change are not costly if done on the front end. Energy 

recycling-combined heat and power (cogeneration) or harvesting electricity from waste heat from industrial activity 

can save industry and consumers huge sums while also reducing emissions of greenhouse gases and air pollutants.  

In the US it is estimated that we could reduce CO2 emissions as much as 20% and save as much as $70 billion 

annually by removing anti-competitive restrictions on the resale of electricity harvested from waste heat and by 

changing transmission pricing rules that discriminate against local generation.  

In our book, we recount evidence indicating that the rate of climate change is 

accelerating and that it has great potential to destabilize human civilization and to 

be catastrophic to many living species.  Among the disruptions likely to be of great 

concern to the Philippines and similarly situated Asian nations are sea level rise 

and a possible worsening of the intensity of severe typhoons.  

A major thrust of our book is that many responses to climate change are not costly 

if done on the front end. 

Denmark, Netherlands, Latvia and Finland all derive much of their electricity from energy recycling; we could all  

benefit by emulating their example. Similarly mangroves are a great buffer against damage from typhoons and 

vetiver grass is an inexpensive way of protecting roads and beaches from washout and erosion in severe storms.  

Smart adaptation and smart energy use are crucial for Asian nations to avoid severe disruption from climate 

change.   It is especially encouraging that the Philippines, whose per capita greenhouse emissions are only about 

seven percent of that in the US has stepped up to the plate on clean energy.  I believe leaders in the Philippines and 

the general public realize that the Philippines is blessed with great renewable energy potential in geothermal, ocean 

energy ,wind, solar and biomass. 

DP: What about the Poznan climate change conference? Do you think we made some progress over the Kyoto 

Protocol? 

JT: Results of Poznan were inconclusive, in part because the US is in transition from the Bush Administration to the 

Obama Administration that will likely give much greater priority to climate protection. Perhaps the most significant 

development in Poznan was Mexico’s announcement that it is prepared to reduce its greenhouse emissions 50% 

below 2002 levels by 2050. Philippine President Arroyo’s signing soon after Poznan of the Renewable Energy Act of 

2008 signaled that the Philippines is also willing to step forward as an international leader on climate. 

I believe we will need to wait until this year’s Copenhagen conference to have a real feel for what the next phase of 

an emissions control plan will look like 

DP: Do you see any major shift in the Obama administration’s policy towards clean energy over the Bush and 

Reagan administrations?  

JT: Yes, President Elect Obama’s recent pledge to double alternative energy investment in his first few years is a 

sea change. 
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Sudden and Disruptive Climate Change (U.K.: Earthscan, 2008), co-authored by John Topping Jr. 

DP: So, what was it like working for Ronald Reagan?  

JT: I worked in the Environmental Protection Agency of the Reagan Administration from September 1983 to 

January 1986 as Staff Director of the Office of Air and Radiation, the part of EPA responsible for air quality 

management and radiation health standards.  

While in that position I was involved in the phaseout of lead from gasoline, initiation of  a risk assessment of 

chlorofluorocarbons that helped lay the groundwork for the Montreal Protocol and in the funding of studies that 

resulted in banning of smoking from US domestic airline flights.  

Perhaps the most significant development in Poznan was Mexico’s announcement 

that it is prepared to reduce its greenhouse emissions 50% below 2002 levels by 

2050. Philippine President Arroyo’s signing soon after Poznan of the Renewable 

Energy Act of 2008 signaled that the Philippines is also willing to step forward as 

an international leader on climate. 

From February through April1981, I served in the Personnel Office at the Reagan White House. I was there the day 

we received word that the President had been shot at the Washington Hilton Hotel. We gathered in the hallways 

staring at the television set , awaiting medical reports. 

Mike Du (Cagayan de Oro, Philippines): How can Asians participate in the Carbon Development Mechanism, and 

will there be significant changes because of the Poznan, Poland conference on climate change?   

JT: The Poznan Conference made some promising beginnings toward an adaptation fund, of great value to nations 

such as the Philippines that have many low lying areas. Its movement on emissions limits and associated financing 

mechanisms was much more tentative. I expect much greater progress in Copenhagen late this year. Given the 

troubled state of the world economy I believe there will be a premium on measures that simultaneously yield 

reductions in greenhouse gases and cost savings, for example introduction of energy efficient lighting , use of 

motion sensors and other energy efficient devices and much greater use of cogeneration and energy recycling. 
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Kenneth Hartigan-Go (Manila, Philippines): What is the impact of climate change to developing countries?  

JT: Impacts vary between and within countries. Coastal areas are likely to be vulnerable to sea level rise no matter 

how rich a country is. Similarly nations such as the Philippines, Bangladesh, Viet Nam and parts of the US and 

Mexico-the US Gulf Coast and South Atlantic Coast and both coasts of Mexico-are already quite vulnerable to 

severe storms.  

With global warming the intensity of these severe storms may increase. 

KHG: What kind of resources (human, financial, infrastructures, policy) are needed for developing countries to 

cope with changes in climate and their impact?  

JT: The greatest resource is the human brain: smart planning beforehand and effective coordination among 

decision makers when disaster strikes. Hurricane Katrina in the US is a prime example of what not to do. Hundreds 

of lives were lost and tens of billions of dollars of damages resulted because of poor advance planning and failure of 

authorities at all levels of government to collaborate effectively.  

By contrast Florida in 2004 weathered four severe hurricanes with only modest loss of life and moderate property 

damage. Its success was made possible by a Hurricane Alliance of universities, citizen groups and government 

agencies all managed by the International Hurricane Research Center in Miami, Florida. An even more telling 

example was the experience of Mexico’s State of Quintana Roo, in coping with Hurricane Dean that hit the Coast of 

Yucatan in August 21, 2007 with a Category 5 intensity.  Thanks to shrewd advance planning of the government of 

the State of Quintana Roo where the hurricane struck with the greatest force, there were no fatalities. 

Given the troubled state of the world economy I believe there will be a premium on 

measures that simultaneously yield reductions in greenhouse gases and cost 

savings, for example introduction of energy efficient lighting , use of motion 

sensors and other energy efficient devices and much greater use of cogeneration 

and energy recycling. 

 Developing countries, especially the Philippines, have plenty of knowhow in coping with weather related disasters. 

This is useful for climate adaptation as we will never know when a storm, flood or drought will strike or whether 

that is part of the natural variability or a sign of climate change.   It makes sense to create partnerships among 

organizations in South and North and not just North- South partnerships. Often information flow is South to North, 

especially on issues such as climate adaptation.  

Financial resources are of some use but most important is the human talent: architects trained in designing energy 

efficient and robust buildings, water resource planners who are savvy enough to integrate climate scenarios into 

their project planning, and coastal planners who develop realistic setback requirements. 

KHG: If this issue is so important, why are aid agencies not investing much as compared to other issues like 

poverty alleviation, education and livelihood?  

JT: Under the Bush Administration many in US AID feared to call a project a climate protection project. I believe 

this will soon change. 
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Kent Pitman (U.S.A.): Why did the Bush administration drag its feet on climate change?  

JT: Many in the Administration bought into the notion that the US economy was based on fossil fuel generation and 

consumption and that any limits on this would hurt the US economy. Also some fossil fuel industry lobbies were 

remarkably effective at lobbying their allies into key positions in government. 

KP: How has your role changed since being on the outside of government? What got easier? What got harder?  

JT: In government in the 1980s my role was focused on air pollution control although I had a strong interest in 

climate and stratospheric ozone protection. I set up the Climate Institute in 1986 when there were no other groups 

in the world-other than science researchers focused on this challenge. I can speak more freely and have remarkable 

flexibility in designing my organization’s agenda within   general guidelines established by our Board. The biggest 

challenge is the need to raise funds to support an NGO. 

Financial resources are of some use but most important is the human talent: 

architects trained in designing energy efficient and robust buildings, water 

resource planners who are savvy enough to integrate climate scenarios into their 

project planning, and coastal planners who develop realistic setback requirements. 

KP: Why is it so hard to get reliable information on climate change? Why is there no government or other FAQ or 

Wiki that makes it a point to contain scientifically up-to-date and reliable information on all topics related to 

Climate Change so that there isn't the need to scramble and guess? (Sample question: Is having a hybrid vehicle 

really a net carbon savings? By how much? Web sites seem to disagree on this.) 

JT: There is a lot of reliable information available on climate science, some online like the IPCC, Realclimate.org, 

climate.org, etc.  Where things get stickier is on emission issues such as what you cited. Once one calculates full 

cycle energy costs, for example energy costs of mining materials for batteries, some hybrids may be less energy 

benign than some fuel efficient gasoline vehicles.  In general I suspect there is as much high quality information 

available on climate as on subjects such as human health. The problem here as on health topics is that there is high 

quality information and some garbage available online. A few conventional energy groups , fearful of carbon 

controls, have promoted a contrarian view that has little support among reputable scientists.  

KP: What specific signs are you looking for to tell you that climate change really has to be acted upon faster than 

you thought? At what point would you say leaving things up to voluntary action isn't enough?  

JT: What we are seeing in 2008 is what in about 2000 I would have expected to see by 2030. From 2000 to 2006 

global carbon emissions from the energy sector rose at a 3.1 % annual rate. Scientists tell us we need about an 80% 

reduction globally from current levels but we are moving in the opposite direction. We are now seeing signs of 

climate change feeding on itself- with thawing of the Arctic tundra releasing methane and melting of sea ice and 

glaciers increasing absorption of incoming solar radiation. Perhaps the most alarming information concerns the 

acceleration in the rate of acidification of the oceans; we may soon see an unraveling of much of our food chain.   

The question now is whether we want to go the way of the dinosaurs or will use our slightly larger brains to stretch 

out our time on this planet.  We will need mandatory measures combined with incentives that will enhance the 

environment for innovation in energy, transportation, and other areas.   We have a very narrow window and   our 
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success will, I believe, depend in significant part on creating an environment in which millions are able to shape this 

innovation instead of having some model imparted from above. 

Smart adaptation and smart energy use are crucial for Asian nations to avoid 

severe disruption from climate change. 

Toni Loyzaga (Executive Director, Manila Observatory, Ateneo de Manila University, Philippines) What sort of 

regional architecture for scientific cooperation do you envision, given the different levels of socio-economic and 

political development present in Asia?  

JT: Quite a number of strong international and regional institutions now exist in Asia. I suspect the growth of user- 

friendly tools, available widely on the Internet, will close some of the differential between richer and poorer 

countries and allow some groups such as college students and formerly marginalized minority groups to play a role 

in climate analysis. The Climate Institute is now working both in Mexico and in American Indian Tribal Colleges in 

the US to empower students to have the tools to perform credible analyses of climate options available for their 

communities. The same possibilities exist in Asia, more in countries such as the Philippines where there is little 

interference with the Internet than in nations where the state polices Internet traffic. 

TL: What should the Philippines prioritize in terms of scientific research and innovation and what role do 

institutes such as the Climate Institute feel they can play in terms of catalyzing adaptation and mitigation in 

developing countries such as ours?  

When I spoke at the Carbon Cutting Congress convened November 20 by President Arroyo I described the 

Interactive Climate Awareness and Response System that is taking shape in Mexico- the first of its kind in the world. 

This will link together what will soon be the world’s highest altitude climate observatory, and climate theaters in 

two museums (Pelopidas Art Museum in Cancun and Mexico City Museum of Natural History), and the state 

government sponsored Observatory Education and Outreach Ccnters in Puebla and Cuernavaca, and a Climate 

Institute Training Center in Mexico City.   

What we are seeing in 2008 is what in about 2000 I would have expected to see by 

2030. From 2000 to 2006 global carbon emissions from the energy sector rose at a 

3.1 % annual rate. Scientists tell us we need about an 80% reduction globally from 

current levels but we are moving in the opposite direction. 

Catalyzing this is excitement over the Observatory and the possibility of providing outreach center and museum 

visitors access to data from the global change observing system as well as data on climate implications for their 

communities.  

The Interactive National System is evolving to meet perceived national needs; moreover, six state governments and 

Mexico City are working with my colleagues in Mexico to design innovative climate response programs that will 

link to the Interactive Network that is still a work in progress.  

The Philippines has great strengths of its own to build upon: the most acute awareness of climate change in the Asia 

Pacific region, its considerable experience in coping with severe storms, a strong network of university research 
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and observation centers, and an abundance of resources to create a largely self sufficient renewable based energy 

system.  It is possible that in some way these elements can be linked in an Interactive System that will empower 

young Filipinos and Filipinas to shape their own future.  

Climate change can be devastating to a society that is unprepared; at the same time innovative responses can 

enable countries to vault forward.  Filipinos and Filipinas with an understanding of their culture, history and 

aspirations can shape an interactive system that links scientific institutions with those who will be affected by 

climate change and who hope to master their fates.  The Climate Institute will be happy to share our experience in 

Mexico and in Native American communities in the US; ultimately, however, it is essential that the guiding vision be 

a Philippine vision. 

The question now is whether we want to go the way of the dinosaurs or will use our 

slightly larger brains to stretch out our time on this planet.  We will need 

mandatory measures combined with incentives that will enhance the environment 

for innovation in energy, transportation, and other areas.   We have a very narrow 

window and   our success will, I believe, depend in significant part on creating an 

environment in which millions are able to shape this innovation instead of having 

some model imparted from above. 
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