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AI might help meet COP28 
targets – but at what cost?

• By JACK GRAHAM

DUBAI (Thomson Reuters 
Foundation) – When ants 
travel between their nest and 
a food discovery, the social 
insects deposit chemical 
pheromones along the trail 
to communicate with other 
ants making the trip.

Before long, the shortest 
route has the strongest chem-
ical signature, helping other 
ants learn to use it, said Tsh-
ilidzi Marwala, an artificial 
intelligence engineer and 
rector of United Nations Uni-
versity.

The “ant-based algorithm” 
and other learning systems, 
studied by data scientists, are 
now being used to reduce 
inefficiencies in manufactur-
ing processes – one way to cut 
planet-warming emissions.

“Today we have ant-based 
artificial intelligence algo-
rithms, because [they] are 
quite efficient,” said Marwala, 
who is also a UN under-secre-
tary general, in an interview 
at the COP28 UN climate 
summit in Dubai.

From making solar panels 
work better to more accu-
rately predicting weather, 
machine-learning tools could 
accelerate action on every-
thing from reducing fossil 
fuel emissions to preparing 
for disaster threats.

With the promise – and risks 
– of AI quickly moving up the 
political agenda, COP28 will 
be the first UN climate sum-
mit to hold high-level discus-
sions on use of the technolo-
gy for climate action.

AI in solar power 
systems?

The meeting, which runs 
until mid-December, has 
seen a flurry of new emis-
sions-cutting pledges, 
with 118 nations on Satur-
day promising to triple the 
world’s renewable energy by 
2030.

AI could help turn some of 
them into a reality, Marwala 
said.

For instance, IT can be 
embedded within solar 
energy systems to maximise 
absorption, by helping solar 
panels determine the opti-
mum position to catch the 
sun’s rays, much like sun-
flowers do.

Machine learning can also 
help to more accurately pre-
dict climate-driven impacts 
like floods and wildfires, 
with powerful computers 
testing likely scenarios at a 
fine scale.

But tech experts warn that 
a severe lack of data and AI 
tools in developing nations 
can make algorithms less 
accurate.

Sinead Bovell, a US-based 
tech commentator and 
“futurist,” said a lack of ade-
quate data collection in the 
Global South means weath-
er prediction systems are not 
necessarily accurate.

“If AI is going to work as 
a tool to combat climate 
change, it has to be a global 
group project,” she said in an 
interview.

Bovell said high-level talks 
at the summit showed lead-
ers recognise AI is a “critical 

tool” in reaching global cli-
mate goals.

“We’re going to need to 
have some of these technol-
ogies implemented to really 
achieve the objectives that 
we want in time,” she said.

AI could be a vital support, 
in particular, in achieving 
new pledges to triple renew-
able energy and double ener-
gy efficiency by 2030, its 
backers said.

At The Arctic University 
of Norway in Tromso – the 
most northerly university in 
the world – materials scien-
tist Matteo Chiesa and many 
of his PhD students work 
with companies on challeng-
es deploying electricity in 
remote Arctic communities.

Power lines nearer the end 
of a grid connection are more 
vulnerable to faults, he noted 
– but data on things like wind 
power and direction, or how 
electricity is transported, can 
be passed through an algo-
rithm to proactively identify 
weak points.

“That helps, for example, 
in managing the resources 
that [you have],” said Chiesa, 
who also works at the UAE’s 
Khalifa University.

He uses AI to improve fore-
casts of energy supply and 
demand so firms can reduce 
the price of power at off-
peak times and cut demand 
during peaks.

“The idea is how do you 
regulate and how do you 
incentivize to shift... the use 
of electricity?” Chiesa asked.

Managing demand on grids 
is also getting more import-

ant with global increases in 
wind and solar power, which 
vary with the weather – and 
as electricity demand grows 
in response to new technolo-
gies such as electric vehicles.

Challenges facing 
AI use

So far, AI tools and data for 
climate action are concen-
trated in only a small num-
ber of nations, dominated by 
the United States and China.

According to data gath-
ered by the Institute for 
Human-Centered AI at Stan-
ford University, in 2022 pri-
vate investment in AI hit $47 
billion in the United States 
– more than the next 14 
nations combined, including 
China which had $13 billion.

The big amounts of energy 
AI uses to run is another big 
worry, as are the large vol-
umes of water needed to cool 
data centers.

Training GPT-3 – the model 
used by the firm OpenAI to 
power OpenAI’s ChatGPT in 
Microsoft’s US data centers 
may have directly consumed 
700,000 liters of clean fresh-
water, according to an esti-
mate published by the Uni-
versity of California, River-
side, in April.

Marwala, of UN University, 
said tackling these issues will 
require finding better meth-
ods of training AI systems, 
and ensuring the systems run 
on renewable energy.

“How much energy or car-
bon does the world have to 
pay for us to have those mod-
els?” he asked.

11 killed, 12 missing as Marapi 
volcano in Indonesia erupts

JAKARTA (Reuters) – Eleven climbers were 
found dead in Indonesia on Monday and 
another 12 were missing after the Marapi 
volcano erupted in West Sumatra, a rescue 
official said, as search operations resumed 
following a temporary halt over safety con-
cerns. Video footage showed a huge cloud 
of volcanic ash spread widely across the sky, 
and cars and roads covered with ash.

Three survivors were found on Monday 
along with the bodies of the 11 climbers, 
out of 75 who were in the area at the time 
of Sunday’s eruption, said Jodi Haryawan, 
spokesperson for the search-and-rescue 
team, adding that they were all local climb-
ers.

“We have continued to search for the 12 
missing climbers until this evening. We have 
not decided when we are going to stop the 
operation,” Haryawan said in a phone call, 
adding they would continue evacuating the 
three survivors and bodies of climbers.

Forty-nine climbers evacuated from the 

area earlier on Monday and many were being 
treated for burns, Haryawan said.

It took around four to six hours to evacuate 
one dead body from the volcano, Haryawan 
said, adding: “It’s very difficult.”

The 2,891 meter (9,485 ft) high volcano 
spewed ash as high as 3 km. into the sky on 
Sunday.

Marapi is one of the most active volca-
noes on Sumatra island and its most deadly 
eruption was in April 1979, when 60 people 
were killed. This year’s eruption resulted in 
ash spewing around 75 meters-1,000 meters 
from the peak. Authorities raised the alert 
to the second-highest level and prohibited 
residents from going within 3 km. of the cra-
ter. A small eruption on Monday morning 
prompted the search to be temporarily sus-
pended for a few hours. The eruption spewed 
volcanic ash around 800 metres high.

Indonesia sits on the Pacific’s so-called 
“Ring of Fire” and has 127 active volcanoes, 
according to the volcanology agency.

STUDENTS ATTEND school as Mount Marapi volcano spews volcanic ash, as seen from 
Nagari Batu Palano in Agam, West Sumatra province, Indonesia yesterday. 
 (Antara Foto/Iggoy el Fitra/via Reuters)

Britain to announce 
measures aimed at bringing 

down net migration
• By ALISTAIR SMOUT

LONDON (Reuters) – Britain 
announced changes to its legal 
migration system Yesterday, 
after a record number of arriv-
als in 2022 piled pressure on 
Prime Minister Rishi Sunak to 
act ahead of an election expect-
ed next year.

High levels of legal migration 
have, for more than a decade, 
dominated Britain’s political 
landscape. Sunak had prom-
ised to impose greater control 
after lawmakers in his Con-
servative Party criticized his 
record. He is also trying to send 
those who arrived illegally to 
live in Rwanda.

Sunak’s spokesperson said he 
believed net migration needs 
to be reduced “significantly.”

That could lead to new dis-
putes with business owners 
who have struggled to hire 
workers in recent years, given 
Britain’s persistently tight 
labor market, and the end of 

free movement from the Euro-
pean Union following Britain’s 
departure from the bloc.

Interior Minister James Clev-
erly gave a statement to par-
liament on Monday detailing 
more measures to reduce legal 
migration, and to “stop abuse 
of the system,” the spokesper-
son said.

Annual net migration to the 
UK hit a record of 745,000 last 
year, and has stayed at high 
levels since, data showed last 
month.

“We think the numbers 
are too high, they do need to 
reduce significantly and in the 
short term,” Sunak’s spokes-
person said.

“The evidence we have is 
that some of the people com-
ing across, particularly depen-
dents, aren’t actively contrib-
uting to the workforce in any 
substantive way.”

These comments are like-
ly meant to alarm business 
owners who have had to 

adapt to Brexit.
In October, the government’s 

independent migration advi-
sor recommended abolishing 
one of the main routes for busi-
nesses to hire migrant work-
ers in sectors where there are 
severe staff shortages.

Beyond changes to the 
so-called Shortage Occupation 
List, local media also reported 
the government would raise 
the minimum salary thresh-
old for foreign skilled workers 
from its current level of 26,200 
pounds.

Britain’s severe shortage of 
candidates for filling vacancies 
remains a problem for many 
employers, although there are 
signs that this has started to 
ease in the face of higher inter-
est rates.

The Bank of England report-
ed last month that businesses 
were finding it a bit easier to 
hire, yet persistent skill-based 
talent shortages remain in 
some sectors.

Two dead in India, roads submerged  
as Cyclone Michaung nears

• By PRAVEEN PARAMASIVAM 
and JATINDRA DASH

CHENNAI (Reuters) – At least 
two people died and the run-
way of one of India’s busiest 
airports lay submerged due to 
torrential rain as two southern 
states braced on Monday for a 
severe cyclone likely to hit in 
the next 24 hours.

Cyclone Michaung was 
expected to make landfall on 
the coast of the southern Indi-
an state of Andhra Pradesh on 
Tuesday morning, the coun-
try’s weather office said, with 
sustained winds of 90-100 kph 
(56-62 mph), gusting to 110 
kph.

Two people were killed when 
a wall collapsed because of 
heavy rain in the Chengal-
pattu district of neighboring 
Tamil Nadu state, said joint 
director of the state disaster 
management department, C. 
Muthukumaran.

In Tamil Nadu capital Chen-
nai, the state’s largest city and 
a major electronics and manu-
facturing hub, cars were swept 
away as floodwater flowed 

through the streets, while its 
airport, one of the busiest in 
India, shut down operations 
for the day, citing severe 
weather.

Media showed pictures of 
grounded planes with their 
wheels submerged in water as 
the rain pelted down.

Taiwan’s Foxconn2317.TW 
and Pegatron4938.TW halt-
ed AppleAAPL.O iPhone pro-
duction at their facilities near 

Chennai due to heavy rains, 
sources familiar with the mat-
ter reported.

Several areas of the city were 
submerged in knee-deep water 
and there have been power out-
ages since Monday morning, a 
Reuters witness said, evoking 
memories of December 2015 
when around 290 people died 
after catastrophic floods.

Authorities in both states 
were on high alert, evacuat-

ing thousands of people liv-
ing in coastal areas, officials in 
both states said, with warnings 
issued to fishermen not to ven-
ture out to sea.

Schools, colleges, offices, and 
banks were closed on Monday 
and Tuesday in at least four dis-
tricts of Tamil Nadu, including 
Chennai, because of weath-
er conditions, a government 
notice said.

Parts of Andhra Pradesh were 
likely to get more than 200 
mm. of rain over the next 24 
hours, India’s weather office 
said.

In Andhra Pradesh, author-
ities had evacuated nearly 
7,000 people from eight coast-
al districts and were preparing 
to evacuate a total of 28,000, 
depending on the cyclone’s 
path and severity, a senior offi-
cial in the state’s disaster man-
agement department said.

At least 800 people have been 
evacuated so far from Bapat-
la, the coastal town in Andhra 
Pradesh where the cyclone is 
expected to make landfall on 
Tuesday, said P Ranjit Basha, 
district collector of Bapatla.

COP28 crowds: A dangerous distraction or sign of success?
• By VALERIE VOLCOVICI

DUBAI (Reuters) – Flashy coun-
try pavilions, corporate-spon-
sored cocktail parties, and 
a smorgasbord of side events 
have turned the annual UN cli-
mate summit into what some 
say is a trade show or circus.

In this year’s gleaming host 
city of Dubai, billboards adver-
tised the benefits of wind ener-
gy, climate ambition, and 
ExxonMobil’s carbon capture 
projects.

With a record 84,000 reg-
istered attendees, this year’s 
Conference of the Parties, or 
COP28, is a far cry from its first 
in Berlin during 1995, which 
was a low-key affair with 
fewer than 4,000 delegates, 
all focused on multilateral cli-
mate change cooperation.

Some see this as a sign of 
success, while others regard 
this as a dangerous distrac-
tion from combating climate 
change, as over nearly three 
decades, global oil demands, 
carbon emissions, and tem-
peratures have marched 

steadily upward.
“It’s a lobby fest where pol-

luters can schmooze with pol-
iticians, all under the guise of 
tackling climate change,” Pas-
coe Sabido, a researcher at the 
Corporate Europe Observato-
ry, which scrutinizes corpo-
rate influence on policy-mak-
ing, said.

The UN and COP backers 
say the planet would be much 
worse off without them.

For Alden Meyer, a senior 
associate at think tank E3G, 
who has attended every COP, 
the carnival-like atmosphere 
is a positive sign of increas-
ing global engagement in the 
climate crisis, even if it means 
long queues for food and coffee.

“It’s a three-ring circus, and 
it is a good thing. It means the 
issue has reached critical mass,” 
Meyer said.

Lisa Jacobson, president 
of the 65-member Business 
Council for Sustainable Ener-
gy, which represents the ener-
gy efficiency, natural gas, and 
renewable energy industries, 
agrees.

Jacobson recalled that in 
2000 in The Hague, the turn-
out was so low that everyone 
fit into one auditorium. Hav-
ing more than 80,000 people 
attend is something she only 
dreamed of.

“It’s all we wished for,” she 
said.

Pledges
Countries have adopted a 

strategy of announcing volun-

tary pledges and initiatives at 
the start of the COPs. These are 
meant to set a positive tone as 
delegations grind through two 
weeks of tough negotiations.

In Dubai, this process went 
into overdrive, with a succes-
sion of non-binding agree-
ments, from promises to tri-
ple global renewable energy 
and nuclear power capacity, 
to speeding the shift away 
from coal and helping farmers 

improve soil quality.
Others proved more conten-

tious, with oil and gas compa-
nies promising to decarbonize 
their operations, rather than 
reducing production of the fos-
sil fuels responsible for global 
warming.

In the first five days of 
COP28, dozens of voluntary 
partnerships were launched or 
expanded, and at least 37 new 
financial pledges made, the 
Global Strategic Communica-
tions Council, which is track-
ing the promises, said.

Some worry pledges could 
distract from the real business.

“We’re always and – increas-
ingly – cautious about the pro-
liferation of additional decla-
rations and pledges promoted 
at the COP,” said Daniel Lund, 
special adviser on climate to 
the island nation of Fiji.

“Fiji has joined calls in the 
past that were meant to be 
long-standing initiatives, but 
were quickly forgotten.”

Indonesian President Joko 
Widodo at a G77-China sum-
mit on the sidelines of COP28 

said that these pledges looked 
promising, but diverted atten-
tion from what developed 
countries need to do now to 
combat climate change.

“COP28 must be an event to 
accelerate implementation, not 
a show of ambition,” he said.

Jake Schmidt, director of 
international programs at the 
Natural Resources Defense 
Council, said the pledges 
required accountability to pre-
vent an epidemic of “file and 
forget”.

“While they create momen-
tum for the talks at hand, 
it’s not clear there are a lot of 
mechanisms to hold people to 
account,” he added.

Big oil
While oil companies have 

always had a COP presence, 
UN documents show they have 
largely operated behind the 
scenes.

But in Dubai, the COP28 
president’s day job is running 
the UAE state oil firm, while 
heavy hitters such as Exxon-
Mobil’s CEO, Darren Woods, 

have been in the front row of 
high-level events.

Drillers also briefly took the 
spotlight with an UAE-led 
pledge among 50 oil and gas 
companies, including Exxon, 
to cut CO2 emissions from 
their operations.

“The promises made clearly 
fall short of what is required,” 
UN Secretary General António 
Guterres told business leaders.

The UAE, an OPEC mem-
ber, has argued that fighting 
climate change does not have 
to mean eliminating fossil fuels 
because technologies can be 
deployed to keep emissions 
from the atmosphere – a posi-
tion that has drawn widespread 
criticism.

For former US vice president 
Al Gore, the whole COP process 
needs a rethink.

“When you have a petrol state 
in charge of the process, then 
we have this ridiculous situa-
tion where the main polluters 
have to give their permission 
for the world to make common 
sense decisions to save human-
ity’s future,” he said.

DELEGATES WALK around Expo City during the UN’s Climate 
Change Conference in Dubai this week. (Thaier Al-Sudani/Reuters) 

PEOPLE ARE taken to safety in a boat past partially submerged 
vehicles in a residential area following heavy rains ahead of 
Cyclone Michaung in Chennai yesterday. (Reuters)


