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There is “a causal link between the quest for cheap and 
disciplined labor power and rising CO2 emissions.”
—Andreas Malm, Swedish expert on the history of coal

An explosion of emissions



CO2 emissions annual increase

An explosion of emissions

Source: http://www.epa.
gov/climatechange/science/indicators/ghg/global-ghg-
emissions.html

How did it happen?
1990s: Globalization 
starts in earnest
1988: signing of USA-Canada 
trade relationship agreement, later 
to be expanded into the North 
American Free Trade Agreement 
(NAFTA) with the inclusion of 
Mexico

http://www.epa.gov/climatechange/science/indicators/ghg/global-ghg-emissions.html
http://www.epa.gov/climatechange/science/indicators/ghg/global-ghg-emissions.html
http://www.epa.gov/climatechange/science/indicators/ghg/global-ghg-emissions.html
http://www.epa.gov/climatechange/science/indicators/ghg/global-ghg-emissions.html


Free trade system: 
● allows multinational corporations to locate wherever labor 

costs are lowest. 

Free capital flows:
● corporations can leave the country whenever labor costs 

begin to rise.

Globalization

An explosion of emissions



1990s China:
● extremely low wages
● unions suppressed 
● state willing to spend huge amounts of money to build 

infrastructure: ports, road systems, power plants, dams.

Production moves to China

An explosion of emissions

● Corporations massively relocate to China
● 2001: China gained full membership in the WTO
China becomes the “chimney of the world”



The “chimney of the world”

Factories moved to China to lower their costs:
● all costs: labor costs, energy costs
● cheapest way to produce: burn dirty coal and spend little or 

nothing on pollution controls

As a consequence, when moving to China, factories got 
markedly dirtier.

An explosion of emissions



The “chimney of the world”

An explosion of emissions

Source: https://www.whitehouse.gov/blog/2014/05/29/new-report-all-above-energy-strategy-
path-sustainable-economic-growth

● In 2007, China was responsible 
for 2/3rds of the annual increase 
in global emissions.

● 48 percent (between 2002 and 
2008) of China's total emissions 
were related to the production of 
goods for export.

https://www.whitehouse.gov/blog/2014/05/29/new-report-all-above-energy-strategy-path-sustainable-economic-growth
https://www.whitehouse.gov/blog/2014/05/29/new-report-all-above-energy-strategy-path-sustainable-economic-growth
https://www.whitehouse.gov/blog/2014/05/29/new-report-all-above-energy-strategy-path-sustainable-economic-growth


Emissions accounting system

An explosion of emissions

Each country is responsible only for the pollution generated 
within their own borders, not for pollution from 
manufacturing of goods that are sent to their coasts; these 
are attributed to the countries where the goods are produced.



● De-industrializing wealthy states 
claim their emissions have 
stabilized or even declined. 

Distorted picture of the drivers of global emissions

An explosion of emissions

Source: http://instituteforenergyresearch.org/analysis/u-s-
carbon-dioxide-reductions-outpace-rest-world/

● Yet, when including the 
emissions from goods 
consumed by them but 
produced abroad, their total 
emissions have actually soared.

● Increased emissions of goods 
produced in developing 
countries but consumed in 
industrialized ones was six 
times greater than the 
emissions savings of 
industrialized countries.

http://instituteforenergyresearch.org/analysis/u-s-carbon-dioxide-reductions-outpace-rest-world/
http://instituteforenergyresearch.org/analysis/u-s-carbon-dioxide-reductions-outpace-rest-world/
http://instituteforenergyresearch.org/analysis/u-s-carbon-dioxide-reductions-outpace-rest-world/
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WTO enables challenges against “almost any measure to 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions”
—WTO official

Trade against climate



Kyoto Protocol is adopted

North American Free Trade 
Agreement (NAFTA) comes 
into effect

Trade and climate landmark agreements

Trade against climate

United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC) signed at the United 
Nations Earth Summit in Rio

World Trade Organization 
(WTO) makes its debut

China gains full membership 
in the WTO

1992 1997

1994 1995 2001

CLIMATE

TRADE



Trade and climate: 2 solitudes

Trade against climate

These landmark agreements functioned as two solitudes, each 
pretending the other did not exist, ignoring conflicts:
● How would the vastly increased distances that basic goods would now travel—by 

container ships, jumbo jets, diesel trucks—impact the carbon emissions that the 
climate negotiations were aiming to reduce? 

● How would the aggressive protections for technology patents enshrined under the 
WTO impact the demands being made by developing nations in the climate 
negotiations for free transfers of green technologies to help them develop on a 
low-carbon path? 

● How would provisions that allowed private companies to sue national governments 
over laws that impinged on their profits dissuade governments from adopting tough 
anti-pollution regulations, for fear of getting sued?



There never was any attempt made to resolve contradictions. 

When in direct conflict, trade always wins:
● commitments made in climate negotiations function on the 

honor system, with a weak and unthreatening mechanism to 
penalize countries that failed to keep their promises. 

● commitments made under trade agreements are enforced 
by a dispute settlement system, failure to comply can land 
governments in trade court, often facing harsh penalties.

Trade and climate: 2 solitudes

Trade against climate



“. . . measures taken to combat climate change, including 
unilateral ones, should not constitute . . . a disguised restriction 
on international trade.”
- U.N. climate agreement signed at the Rio Earth Summit in 1992

Servitude established from the beginning

Trade against climate



Climate: "Buy-local" provision:
● Key to the political success of renewable energy programs. 

Trade: “National treatment” provision:
● Requires governments to make no distinction between 

goods produced by local companies and goods produced 
by foreign firms outside their borders.

Direct conflict case: renewable energy programs

Trade against climate



“In many cases the green jobs argument is the deciding factor 
that convinces governments to dole out support. And such 
requirements, if attached to subsidies or investment privileges, 
violate WTO obligations.”
—Aaron Cosbey, development economist and trade and climate expert

Direct conflict case: renewable energy programs

Trade against climate



The biggest emitters in the world are rushing to the WTO to 
knock down each other’s green energy programs:
● In 2010 the United States challenged one of China’s wind power subsidy 

programs on the grounds that it contained supports for local industry 
considered protectionist.

● In 2012 China filed a complaint targeting various renewable energy 
programs in the European Union, singling out Italy and Greece

● In 2012 Washington launched a WTO attack on India’s Jawaharlal Nehru 
National Solar Mission, a large, multiphase solar support program, for 
containing provisions designed to encourage local industry, considered to 
be protectionist.

Direct conflict case: renewable energy programs

Trade against climate



The biggest emitters in the world are rushing to the WTO to 
knock down each other’s green energy programs:

As a result, brand-new factories that should be producing 
solar panels are now contemplating closure. 

Direct conflict case: renewable energy programs

Trade against climate



It used to work. In the 1980s (before the free trade era began) 
Denmark rolled out its successful renewable energy program:
● 40 percent of electricity coming from renewables, mostly 

wind. 
● No one would argue with the Danish government’s 

generous subsidies to the community-controlled energy 
projects putting up wind turbines (in 1980, new installations 
were subsidized by up to 30 percent).

Direct conflict case: renewable energy programs

Trade against climate



“Many of the policies Denmark used to launch its renewable 
energy industry would have been inconsistent with . . . 
international trade and investment agreements,” since favoring 
“locally owned cooperatives would conflict with non-
discrimination rules requiring that foreign companies be treated 
no less favourably than domestic suppliers.”
—Scott Sinclair, from the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives

Direct conflict case: renewable energy programs

Trade against climate



Attempts by a government to regulate the sale or extraction of 
particularly dirty kinds of fossil fuels also vulnerable to similar 
trade challenges:
● in 2012, an oil company began taking steps to use NAFTA 

to challenge Quebec’s natural gas fracking moratorium, 
claiming it robbed the company of its right to drill for gas in 
the province.

Direct conflict case: fossil fuels regulation

Trade against climate



“If the trade rules don’t permit all kinds of important measures to 
deal with climate change—and they don’t—then the trade rules 
obviously have to be rewritten. Because there is no way in the 
world that we can have a sustainable economy and maintain 
international trade rules as they are. There’s no way at all.”
—Steven Shrybman, international trade and public interest lawyer

Trade rules must be rewritten

Trade against climate
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● Trans-Pacific Partnership Agreement (TPPA)

Intermission: Malaysia context



Investor-State Dispute Settlement (ISDS):
● Allows investors to directly challenge–and claim 

compensation for–government measures without 
‘exhaustion requirement’ of seeking legal, local remedies

● Whole range of legislative, policy or regulatory measure 
exposed to challenge and/or compensation

Trans-Pacific Partnership Agreement (TPPA)

Intermission: Malaysia context



ISDS structurally biased against host governments:
● Only investors can bring claims – states cannot bring an 

ISDS dispute to the arbitration tribunal.
● Awards made by arbitration tribunals cannot be reviewed 

(other than for jurisdictional errors or serious procedural 
unfairness), whether in the same arbitration system or in 
any domestic court.

● In most cases, arbitration process and decisions are secret.

Investor-State Dispute Settlement (ISDS)

Intermission: Malaysia context



ISDS structurally biased against host governments:
● ‘Chilling factor’ that investors’ suits and a potential award 

may cause governments to abandon public measures.

Investor-State Dispute Settlement (ISDS)

Intermission: Malaysia context



Ethyl vs Canada
Canada effectively banned methylcyclopentadienyl manganese tricarbonyl (MMT) 
because Canadian officials were concerned about it contributing to air pollution and 
global warming.
The investor who made MMT sued the Canadian government at an international 
tribunal under the expropriation provision in the NAFTA for Canada’s attempt to protect 
the environment and health.
The Canadian government settled (presumably it thought it would lose and/or could not 
afford to keep defending the case), reversed its ban on MMT, paid US$13 million in 
legal fees and damages to the Ethyl Corporation.
Issued a statement for Ethyl’s use in advertising, declaring that “current scientific 
information” did not demonstrate MMT’s toxicity.

Real cases

Intermission: Malaysia context



Metalclad vs Mexico
Mexico refused to allow a toxic waste facility a construction permit in a specially 
declared ecological zone that had unique biodiversity, rare plants and geology, and 
which could have exposed water sources to contamination.
The company, Metalclad, challenged the Mexican municipality’s refusal to grant the 
construction permit for the toxic waste dump and the governor’s declaration of the site 
as an ecological preserve.
Metalclad claimed the Mexican government had committed “expropriation” and failed to 
provide “fair and equitable treatment”.
The international tribunal eventually found that the Mexican government had violated 
both these requirements. Metalclad won and USD 15.6 million was paid in 
compensation.

Real cases

Intermission: Malaysia context



SD Myers vs Canada
A Canadian temporary ban on hazardous PCB exports was challenged by US waste 
treatment company, S.D. Myers.
The temporary ban was put in place while Canada was considering its obligations under 
the Basel Convention on the Control of Transboundary Movements of Hazardous 
Wastes and Their Disposal.
S.D. Myers sued for USD 20 million, won the case and was paid USD$4.8 million.

Real cases

Intermission: Malaysia context



Occidental vs Ecuador
The government of Ecuador had annulled a contract with US-based Occidental 
Petroleum (Oxy) because it violated a clause that the company would not sell its rights 
to another firm without permission. Oxy sued Ecuador at an international arbitration 
tribunal for violating its obligation in the US-Ecuador Bilateral Investment Treaty.
The International Centre for Settlement of Investment Disputes decided in favour of Oxy 
and ordered Ecuador to pay the company US$1.8 billion, its largest ever award. In 
addition, Ecuador has to pay US$589 million in back-dated compound interest and half 
of the costs of the tribunal, making its total penalty around US$2.4 billion.
The tribunal conceded that the violation of a contract provision had taken place, 
but judged that the annulment of the contract as a whole violated Ecuador’s obligation 
to accord “Fair and Equitable Treatment” to foreign investors.

Real cases

Intermission: Malaysia context



Vattenfal vs Germany
In 2004, Swedish investor Vattenfall developed plans for new coal fired power plant in 
Hamburg. In 2007, after the release of the Stern Review on the Economics of Climate 
Change, Vattenfall was told to use most modern technology for storing CO2 from power 
plant. In 2008, the government imposed more environmental requirements on 
Vattenfall.
Vattenfall sued the German government under Energy Charter Treaty (with similar 
investment protections like fair and equitable treatment (FET), as contained in the 
leaked TPPA investment chapter proposed by the U.S.) for 1.4 billion euros plus 
interest. The federal German government settled (for undisclosed amount), but will get 
compensation from the local Hamburg government for money it had to pay Vattenfall.
Vattenfall is also suing the German government for another billion euros via an 
investment treaty for its decision to phase out nuclear power plants after Fukushima.

Real cases

Intermission: Malaysia context



Renco v Peru
Renco’s metal smelter in Peru is located in La Oroya, a town of 30,000 people:

● Peru’s health ministry found that 99% of La Oroyan children had lead poisoning and 20% of 
these needed urgent medical attention

● Sulphur dioxide concentrations (which lead to higher mortality) exceed World Health 
Organization recommended levels by a factor of 10 during morning work hours. Cadmium 
(which damages the lungs, kidneys and digestive tract) levels exceed WHO recommendations 
by 40 times.

● The pollution led Peru’s Constitutional Court to order the health ministry to declare a state of 
emergency in La Oroya, and “to immediately provide health care for those harmed by the 
contamination, especially children and pregnant women.”

Renco failed to comply with environmental cleanup requirements, yet is suing the 
Peruvian government for US$800million for its failure to give it a third extension to 
comply with its environmental remediation obligations.

Real cases

Intermission: Malaysia context



The number of investment arbitration cases:
● surged from 38 in 1996 to 450 in 2011 (known investor-

state cases)

The amount of money involved expanded dramatically:
● In 2009/2010, 151 investment arbitration cases involved 

corporations demanding at least US$100 million from 
states.

Investment arbitration boom

Intermission: Malaysia context



● Bonanza profits for investment lawyers paid for by taxpayers: legal and 
arbitration costs average over US$8 million per investor-state dispute, 
exceeding US$30 million in some cases.

● Just 15 arbitrators, nearly all from Europe, the US or Canada, have 
decided 55% of all known investment-treaty disputes. 

● The small group of lawyers sit on the same arbitration panels, act as both 
arbitrators and counsels and even call on each other as witnesses in 
arbitration cases.

● Inherent pro-corporate bias: several prominent arbitrators have been 
members of the board of major multinational corporations, including those 
which have filed cases against developing nations, and routinely defend 
private investor rights above public interest.

Investment arbitration boom

Intermission: Malaysia context



● Law firms with specialised arbitration departments seek out 
every opportunity to sue countries – encouraging lawsuits 
against governments in crisis, most recently Greece and 
Libya.

● The investment arbitration system is becoming increasingly 
integrated with the speculative financial world, with 
investment funds helping fund investor-state disputes in 
exchange for a share in any granted award or settlement.

Investment arbitration boom

Intermission: Malaysia context



Governments encouraged to sign investment treaties using 
language that maximises possibilities for litigation. These 
vaguely worded treaty provisions increase the number of 
investment dispute cases. 
A study based on 140 investment-treaty cases shows that:
● arbitrators consistently adopt an expansive (claimant-friendly) 

interpretation of various clauses, such as the concept of 
investment. 

● arbitration lawyers have taken a restrictive approach in 
international law when it comes to human and social rights.

Investment arbitration boom

Intermission: Malaysia context



Earlier leaked draft of the environment chapter contained 
language stating that :
● countries “acknowledge climate change as a global concern 

that requires collective action and recognize the importance 
of implementation of their respective commitments under 
the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC).” 

The language is vague and non binding.

Trans-Pacific Partnership Agreement (TPPA)

Intermission: Malaysia context



But a later document showed that even this vague and non 
binding language is not enough:
● U.S. negotiators proposed an edit: take out all the stuff 

about climate change and UNFCCC commitments. 

Trans-Pacific Partnership Agreement (TPPA)

Intermission: Malaysia context
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“In government it is usually easy to rectify a slight misalignment 
between two policies but near impossible to resolve a complete 
contradiction. Where there is a contradiction, the forces of 
incumbency start with a massive advantage.”
—John Ashton, special representative for climate change to three successive 
U.K. governments between 2006 and 2012

Double speech



You can’t have it both ways

Double speech

There is a fundamental disconnection that works through all 
narratives and policies on the issue of climate change:
● Norway, the world’s eighth largest exporter of oil, sees itself as a 

champion of action on climate change. 
● Obama would claim “even as we’re producing more coal we’re producing 

it cleaner and smarter, same thing with oil, same thing with natural gas” 
and, not long after, say, “We need to act, but we can’t just drill our way 
out of the energy and climate challenge.”

● Hillary Clinton, who calls the climate crisis “the chief threat of the 21st 
century,” would negotiate U.S. access to and the expansion of production 
of Arctic oil reserves.



You can’t have it both ways

Double speech

In Britain, energy and climate change are combined into one 
government department leading to simultaneous action to 
reduce emissions and to boost oil production. 
● One month the Minister of Energy and Climate Change 

brags about the allocations of new licenses to release 
twenty billion barrels of oil around British coasts. 

● The next month the Minister of Energy and Climate Change 
announces an ambitious plan for the government to reduce 
its emissions by 10 percent.



You can’t have it both ways

Double speech

John Ashton, special representative for climate change to the 
U.K. government, would point out to his colleagues making 
energy policy that their approach to the development of fossil 
fuels contradicted the government’s claim to be “running a 2 
degree climate policy”.
As a response, Ashton says, they “simply ignored my efforts 
and carried on as before—I might as well have been speaking 
in Attic Greek.” 



You can’t have it both ways

Double speech

“Money is no object in this relief effort. Whatever money is 
needed for it will be spent,” declared British prime minister 
David Cameron when large parts of his country were 
underwater from historic flooding in February 2014.
Yet, the coalition government led by Cameron had, in the three 
years prior, gutted the Environment Agency (EA), which was 
responsible for dealing with flooding, cutting approximately a 
quarter of its total workforce. Nearly 300 flood defence schemes 
across England had been left unbuilt due to government budget 
cuts.
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● Trans-Pacific Partnership Agreement (TPPA)
● Increase of coal use in the energy generation mix 

announced in the 11th Malaysia plan
● Reduction in greenhouse gases emission intensity of 

GDP

Intermission: Malaysia context



Trans-Pacific Partnership Agreement (TPPA)

Intermission: Malaysia context



11th Malaysia plan

Intermission: Malaysia context

From Chapter 6, “Pursuing green growth for sustainability and 
resilience”:
Embarking on green growth
How will this be achieved?
Achieving these aspirations requires a fundamental shift away from a ‘grow first, 
clean up later’ development model towards one that views resilient, low-carbon, 
resource-efficient, and socially inclusive development as an upfront investment that 
will yield future gains over multiple generations to come. ...
What will success look like?
A successful green growth trajectory will ensure:
● Energy use is efficient and renewable energy is widely used.



From Chapter 7, “Strengthening infrastructure to support 
economic expansion”:
Strengthening stakeholder coordination and collaboration in the energy sector

11th Malaysia plan

Intermission: Malaysia context

Engaging end-users on efficient energy 
consumption
“A comprehensive and effective 
communication plan on the sustainable use 
of energy resources . . . includes 
communications and public awareness 
programmes to build buy-in for the 
development of coal and nuclear power 
plants required for security of supply ... ”



In Copenhagen 2009, Malaysia announced a voluntary 40% 
reduction in greenhouse gas emission intensity of GDP by 2020 
compared to 2005 levels.

The emission intensity can be reduced either by reducing 
emissions in the enumerator, or by increasing GDP in the 
denominator

Reduction of greenhouse gas emission intensity of GDP

Intermission: Malaysia context



De-attachment of GDP and CO2 emissions: 
● GDP grows without linear CO2 emissions growth. 
● But CO2 emissions increase nonetheless

Reduction of greenhouse gas emission intensity of GDP

Intermission: Malaysia context

For Malaysia 2020: 
“High income” nation

40% reduction in emission intensity
Doubling of CO2 emissions 

compared to 2005!
Source: http://www.mesym.com/discussions/the-misunderstanding-behind-the-40-co2-emissions-
by-2020/

http://www.mesym.com/discussions/the-misunderstanding-behind-the-40-co2-emissions-by-2020/
http://www.mesym.com/discussions/the-misunderstanding-behind-the-40-co2-emissions-by-2020/
http://www.mesym.com/discussions/the-misunderstanding-behind-the-40-co2-emissions-by-2020/
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By 2017, “the energy-related infrastructure then in place will 
generate all the CO2 emissions allowed” in our carbon budget 
for limiting warming to 2 degrees Celsius—“leaving no room for 
additional power plants, factories and other infrastructure 
unless they are zero-carbon, which would be extremely costly.”
—International Energy Agency

Implications of a warmer world



The objective:
● Keep warming below 2 degrees Celsius

What is needed:
● wealthy countries need to have their greenhouse gas emissions reduced 

by around 8 to 10 percent a year

Timing:
● they need to start right now

How to save us from the frying pan

Implications of a warmer world



2017 is the beginning of "Zero Decade" of the climate 
crisis:
● deadlines for steep reductions always seemed to be far off 

in the future (eg: an 80 percent cut by 2050). 
● but because emissions soared and as tipping points loom, 

that is changing rapidly.

About the timing

Implications of a warmer world



8 to 10 percent annual cuts:
● can't be achieved with the array of modest carbon-pricing or green 

tech solutions. These measures will certainly help, but they are 
simply not enough. 

● is virtually unprecedented since we started powering our 
economies with coal.

About what is needed

Implications of a warmer world

Cuts above 1 percent per year “have historically been 
associated only with economic recession or upheaval” 
—Economist Nicholas Stern, in his 2006 report for the British government.



What is needed is a “radical and immediate de-growth 
strategies in the US, EU and other wealthy nations.”

This “managed degrowth” must not look like the Great 
Depression, but like what some innovative economic thinkers 
call “The Great Transition.”

About what is needed

Implications of a warmer world
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● Expect the fossil fuel industry transition to renewable
● Never-ending negotiations
● The (carbon) market
● Only relying on green technology

The no solutions



“Every so often when they [the oil companies] think something 
is going to happen, they buy a whole load of wind, sun, algae, 
CCS, whatever. Then their lobbying arms do their jobs, the 
threat recedes, and they say, ‘Nah, we’re not going to do this.’”
—Steve Kretzmann, founder of the environmental campaign group Oil 
Change International

Expect the fossil fuel industry transition to renewable

The no solutions



“You wouldn’t know it from their advertising, but the world’s 
major oil companies have either entirely divested from 
alternative energy or significantly reduced their investments in 
favor of doubling down on ever-more risky and destructive 
sources of oil and natural gas.”
—Antonia Juhasz, oil industry watcher 

Expect the fossil fuel industry transition to renewable

The no solutions



Several of the oil majors are claiming to be shifting to 
renewable energy:
● BP rebranded itself “Beyond Petroleum” 
● Chevron ran a high-profile advertising campaign declaring, 

“It’s time oil companies get behind renewables. . . . We 
agree.” 

Expect the fossil fuel industry transition to renewable

The no solutions



But just 4% of the Big Five’s $100 billion in combined profits in 
2008 went to “renewable and alternative energy ventures.” 
And the percentage the fossil fuel companies spend on 
renewable energy keeps shrinking:
● by 2011, most of the majors were spending less than 1 percent of their 

overall expenditures on alternative energy, with Chevron and Shell 
spending a deeply unimpressive 2.5 percent. 

● In 2014, Chevron's renewables division was told “that funding for the 
effort would dry up” and was urged “to find jobs elsewhere.”

Expect the fossil fuel industry transition to renewable

The no solutions



“You have been negotiating all my life.” 
—Canadian college student Anjali Appadurai, at the 2011 United Nations 
climate conference in Durban, South Africa. 

“The more we talk about the need to control emissions, the 
more they are growing.” 
—MIT economist John Reilly

Never-ending negotiations

The no solutions



The world’s governments have been talking about preventing 
climate change for more than two decades, yet they have failed 
at making any progress.

The catastrophic results are undeniable:
● In 2013, global CO2 emissions were 61 percent higher than 

they were in 1990, when negotiations toward a climate 
treaty began in earnest. 

Never-ending negotiations

The no solutions



The Copenhagen conference in 2009 was a particularly major 
disappointment:
● the agreement (pledging to keep temperatures from 

increasing more than 2 degrees Celsius above where they 
were before the beginning of the Industrial Era) was signed 
as nonbinding (aka voluntary)

Not unexpectedly, governments have been free to ignore their 
commitments.

Never-ending negotiations

The no solutions



Yet, negotiators welcome each of these failures as “a step in 
the right direction”. 
After the failure of Copenhagen conference:
● European Commission President José Manuel Barroso said 

the Copenhagen conference was a positive step toward the 
many more steps in the future.

● U.N. Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon welcomed the 
Copenhagen conference as an “essential beginning.”

Never-ending negotiations

The no solutions



The climate negotiations are always beginning, or in their 
favorite cliché, “setting the stage” for the drama to come. 
● The U.N. declared that the Vienna climate talks in 2007 “set 

the stage for the Climate Change Conference in Bali.” 
● The U.S. Council on Foreign Relations explained that the 

2009 Copenhagen conference “set the stage for ambitious 
action.” 

● The European commissioner for climate action Connie 
Hedegaard said that the Durban negotiations reached an 
agreement to “set the stage for the big deal in 2015.”

Never-ending negotiations

The no solutions



“Setting the stage” is not just a diplomatic cliché—it is a 
narrative frame. It means that even when the meetings do not 
do anything, they are still preparing for the great drama to 
come.

Never-ending negotiations

The no solutions

This evasive circularity is now the rhetorical style of all official 
speeches about the process, with the same blocks of language 
reappearing and rearranging themselves in new patterns: 

“our goal must be nothing short of” “a call for a bold 
initiative” to “lay the foundations” with “concrete 
commitments” for a “roadmap for the further negotiations.”



We don’t have another couple of decades to talk about the 
changes we want while being satisfied with the occasional 
incremental victory. 

This set of hard facts calls for strategy, clear deadlines, dogged 
focus—all of which are missing at the moment.

Never-ending negotiations

The no solutions



“Weak emissions targets and the economic downturn in wealthy 
nations resulted in a 99 percent decline in carbon credit prices 
between 2008 and 2013”
—Oscar Reyes, expert on climate finance at the Institute for Policy Studies, 
about the collapse of the United Nations Clean Development Mechanism.

The (carbon) market

The no solutions



The EU’s Emissions Trading System (ETS) failed terribly:
● The over-allocation of carbon permits and a flood of fraudulent offsets led 

to a “market meltdown”, causing the price of carbon to drop dramatically. 
In 2013, a ton of carbon was trading for less than €4, compared to the 
target price of €20.

● That left little incentive to shift away from dirty energy or to buy carbon 
credits (eg: in 2012, coal’s share of the U.K.’s electricity production rose 
by more than 30 percent)

● By 2013 polluters had banked so many cut-price permits that they could 
expand emissions enough to outweigh the savings of all the European 
renewable and energy efficiency efforts combined.

The (carbon) market

The no solutions



The UN's Clean Development Mechanism (CDM) was 
integrated with ETS to enable projects in developing countries 
to produce carbon offset, and trade their emissions savings with 
northern polluters.

The (carbon) market

The no solutions

It is inherently ineffectual:
● for every ton of carbon dioxide the developers keep out of 

the atmosphere, a corporation in the industrialized world is 
able to pump a ton into the air, using offsets to claim the 
pollution has been neutralized. 



CDM was described by the Economist magazine as a 
“shambles” with widespread allegations of fraud:
● more than half of its alleged savings came from a handful of Asian 

companies that were producing an obscure and very powerful 
greenhouse gas called HFC-23 largely so that they could claim credits for 
destroying it.

The (carbon) market

The no solutions

● in 2012 the CDM executive board announced that credits could be 
awarded to coal-fired power plants in the developing world if they 
improved their efficiency. Now a new coal-fired power plant in Europe can 
“offset” its emissions by buying carbon credits from another new coal-
fired power plant in India.



Cap-and-trade system failures had been anticipated! 
James Hansen, former director of NASA’s Goddard Institute for 
Space Studies, wrote in his book “Storms of my grandchildren”:

● target level for emissions (defined by the level of permits) sets a floor on emissions. 
Emissions cannot go lower than this floor, because the price of permits on the market 
would crash, bring down fossil fuel prices and again making it more economical for profit-
maximizing businesses to burn fossil fuels than to employ energy-efficiency measures and 
renewable-energy technology. 

● altruistic actions become meaningless. If you buy a high-efficiency little car, that will reduce 
your emissions but not your country's or the world's, instead it will just allow somebody else to 
drive a bigger SUV. Emissions are set by the cap, not by your actions.

● offset cause actual emission reductions to be less than targets, because emissions covered 
by an offset do not count as emissions. They don't count as emissions to the politicians, but 
they sure count to the planet!

The (carbon) market

The no solutions



Boom-and-bust cycle of markets:
● volatile and high-risk by nature
● no time to put our collective fate in such an inconstant and 

unreliable force. 

Why are we gambling?

The (carbon) market

The no solutions



Green tech and green efficiency are hailed as solutions 
because these changes are safely within market logic—indeed, 
they encourage us to go out and buy more new, efficient, green 
cars and washing machines.

Only relying on green technology

The no solutions



The kinds of measures that would lower our emissions on the 
scale we need involve building vast new electricity grids and 
transportation systems, often from the ground up:
● Even if we started construction tomorrow, it would 

realistically take many years, perhaps decades, before the 
new systems were up and running. 

● Since we don’t yet have economies powered by clean 
energy, all that green construction would have to burn a lot 
of fossil fuels in the interim—a necessary process, but one 
that wouldn’t lower our emissions fast enough.

Only relying on green technology

The no solutions



Deep emission cuts in the wealthy nations have to start 
immediately. That means that if we wait for the “whiz-bang 
technologies” to come online “it will be too little too late.”

Only relying on green technology

The no solutions



1. An explosion of emissions
2. Trade against climate
    Intermission: Malaysia context
3. Double speech
    Intermission: Malaysia context
4. Implications of a warmer world
5. The no solutions
6. (Some of) The solutions



● Replacement of the economic system
● Re-think GDP
● Implementation of policies for low-carbon lifestyle
● Introduction of a safety net for everyone
● Providing good jobs in clean sectors
● Switching to renewable energy
● Decentralization of the energy system
● Replacement of energy-intensive industrial agriculture

(Some of) The solutions



“In the face of an absolutely unprecedented emergency, society 
has no choice but to take dramatic action to avert a collapse of 
civilization. Either we will change our ways and build an entirely 
new kind of global society, or they will be changed for us.”
—Landmark report authored by twenty-one past winners of the prestigious 
Blue Planet Prize, including former director of NASA’s Goddard Institute for 
Space Studies James Hansen, and former prime minister of Norway Gro 
Harlem Brundtland

Replacement of the economic system

(Some of) The solutions



Market logic is paralyzing almost all serious efforts to respond 
to climate change: 
● rich countries declare that they won’t cut emissions and risk 

losing their vaulted position in the global hierarchy
● poorer countries declare that they won’t give up their right to 

pollute as much as rich countries did on their way to wealth

Replacement of the economic system

(Some of) The solutions



It is possible to transform our economy so that it is less 
resource-intensive:
● low-carbon sectors of our economies can be encouraged to 

expand and create jobs
● high-carbon sectors are encouraged to contract. 

And it can be done in ways that are equitable, with the most 
vulnerable protected and the most responsible bearing the bulk 
of the burden.

Replacement of the economic system

(Some of) The solutions



To lower emissions in time, we need to implement the following 
measures:
● tough regulation of business
● higher levels of taxation for the affluent
● big public sector expenditure
● reversals of core privatizations

Replacement of the economic system

(Some of) The solutions



The problem is that these measures are confronted by the logic 
of indiscriminate economic growth:
● what the climate needs to avoid collapse is a contraction in 

humanity’s use of resources
● what our economic model demands to avoid collapse is 

unfettered expansion. 

Only one of these sets of rules can be changed, and it’s not 
the laws of nature.

Replacement of the economic system

(Some of) The solutions



The scale of economic planning and management needed is 
entirely outside the boundaries of our reigning ideology.

Replacement of the economic system

(Some of) The solutions

We need to articulate not just an alternative set of policy 
proposals, but an alternative worldview to rival the one at the 
heart of the ecological crisis—embedded in interdependence 
rather than hyper-individualism, reciprocity rather than 
dominance, and cooperation rather than hierarchy. 
Our worldview needs to see nature, other nations, and our 
own neighbors not as adversaries, but rather as partners in 
a grand project of mutual reinvention.



GDP is traditionally understood to consist of consumption plus 
investment plus government spending plus net exports. 

Free market capitalism has put the emphasis particularly on 
consumption and trade. 

Reduce consumption, re-think GDP

(Some of) The solutions



In order to stay within our global carbon budget, a fundamental 
reordering of the component parts of GDP is needed:
● Encourage less consumption (except among the poor), less trade (as we 

relocalize our economies), and less private investment in producing for 
excessive consumption. 

● Increase government spending, and public and private investment in the 
infrastructure and alternatives needed to reduce our emissions to zero—
in mass transit, renewable energy, weatherization, and ecosystem 
restoration. 

Implicit in all of this is a great deal more redistribution.

Re-think GDP

(Some of) The solutions



Wasteful consumption and excessive energy use can be 
reduced by addressing:
● how often we drive
● how often we fly
● whether our food has to be flown to get to us
● whether the goods we buy are built to last or to be replaced 

in two years
● how large our homes are

Implementation of policies for low-carbon lifestyle

(Some of) The solutions



Low-carbon choices must be easy and convenient for everyone:
● cheap public transit and clean light rail accessible to all
● affordable, energy-efficient housing along those transit lines
● cities planned for high-density living
● bike lanes in which riders aren’t asked to risk their lives to get to work
● land management that discourages sprawl and encourages local, low-energy 

forms of agriculture
● urban design that clusters essential services like schools and health care along 

transit routes and in pedestrian-friendly areas
● programs that require manufacturers to be responsible for the electronic waste 

they produce, and to radically reduce built-in redundancies and obsolescences

Implementation of policies for low-carbon lifestyle

(Some of) The solutions



“While making people work shitty jobs to ‘earn’ a living has 
always been spiteful, it’s now starting to seem suicidal.”
—Alyssa Battistoni, editor at the journal Jacobin

“It’s difficult to understand the concept of sustainability when 
people are fighting for food and to have energy to heat their 
homes.”
—Dimitra Spatharidou, Greek climate change activist

Introduction of a safety net for everyone

(Some of) The solutions



The introduction of a safety net that ensures that everyone has 
the basics covered: 
● health care, education, food, clean water, a basic annual 

income
makes it possible for workers to say no to dirty-energy jobs, and 
opens up a space for debate about values—about what it is that 
we collectively value more than economic growth and corporate 
profits.

Introduction of a safety net for everyone

(Some of) The solutions



A basic annual income, a wage given to every person 
regardless of income, is a recognition that:
● the system cannot provide jobs for everyone
● it is counterproductive to force people to work in jobs that simply fuel 

consumption

Introduction of a safety net for everyone

(Some of) The solutions

It would:
● discourage shitty work (and wasteful consumption) 
● provide economic security to communities living on “sacrifice zones”—

lands decimated by open-pit mining, for instance, or clear-cut logging



Workers can be counted on to fiercely protect jobs, however 
dirty, if these are the only jobs on offer. 
However, when offered good jobs in clean sectors and made 
active participants in a green transition, workers can be counted 
to switch sides and help make progress happen at lightning 
speed.

Providing good jobs in clean sectors

(Some of) The solutions



“This really involves a large scale transformation. It would 
require an effort comparable to the Apollo moon project or 
constructing the interstate highway system. But it is possible, 
without even having to go to new technologies. We really need 
to just decide collectively that this is the direction we want to 
head as a society... The biggest obstacles are social and 
political—what you need is the will to do it.”
—Mark Z. Jacobson, professor of civil and environmental engineering at 
Stanford University

Switching to renewable energy

(Some of) The solutions



It is technically entirely possible to rapidly switch our energy 
systems to 100 percent renewables, by as soon as 2030:
● road map for “how 100 percent of the world’s energy, for all 

purposes, could be supplied by wind, water and solar 
resources, by as early as 2030”, published in 2009 by Mark 
Z. Jacobson and Mark A. Delucchi

The plan includes not only power generation but also 
transportation as well as heating and cooling. 

Switching to renewable energy

(Some of) The solutions



“For people it’s self-evident that goods on which everybody is 
dependent should belong to the public” 
—German campaigner Wiebke Hansen

Decentralization of the energy system

(Some of) The solutions



There is a clear and compelling relationship between public 
ownership and the ability of communities to get off dirty energy:
● private companies will voluntarily embrace renewables only 

if it won’t impact their earnings or if they are forced to by 
law. 

● if renewables are seen as less profitable, at least in the 
short term, these bottom-line companies simply won’t make 
the switch. 

Decentralization of the energy system

(Some of) The solutions



A new kind of utility—run democratically, by the communities 
that use them, as co-ops or as a “commons” would enable 
citizens to demand far more from their energy companies than 
they are able to now—for example, that they direct their profits 
away from new fossil fuel exploration into renewable energy 
developments.

Decentralization of the energy system

(Some of) The solutions



The rapid rise of renewables in Germany makes a powerful 
case for this model: 
● the transition has occurred within the context of a sweeping, 

national feed-in tariff program that includes a mix of 
incentives designed to ensure that anyone who wants to get 
into renewable power generation can do so in a way that is 
simple, stable, and profitable. 

● providers are guaranteed priority access to the grid, and 
offered a guaranteed price so the risk of losing money is 
low.

Decentralization of the energy system

(Some of) The solutions



The rapid rise of renewables in Germany makes a powerful 
case for this model: 
As a result, roughly half of Germany’s renewable energy 
facilities are in the hands of farmers, citizen groups, and almost 
nine hundred energy cooperatives. 
Not only are they generating power but they also have the 
chance to generate revenue for their communities by selling 
back to the grid, and nearly 400,000 jobs have been created.

Decentralization of the energy system

(Some of) The solutions



“A large segment of the scientific community now 
acknowledges the positive impacts of agroecology on food 
production, poverty alleviation and climate change mitigation—
and this is what is needed in a world of limited resources” 
—Olivier De Schutter, UN Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food from 2008 
to 2014

Replacement of energy-intensive industrial agriculture

(Some of) The solutions



The current energy-intensive, high-emissions model of 
industrial agriculture is the reason why global food system 
accounts for between 19 and 29 percent of world greenhouse 
gas emissions.

An alternative method is agroecology, a practice in which 
small-scale farmers use sustainable methods based on a 
combination of modern science and local knowledge. 

Replacement of energy-intensive industrial agriculture

(Some of) The solutions



Agroecology maintains healthy soil while producing nutritious 
food—more than industrial agriculture does, per unit area—and 
limits the need for farmers to buy expensive products like 
chemical pesticides, fertilizers, and patented seeds. 
It provides a triple climate benefit: 
● it sequesters carbon in the soil
● it avoids fossil fuel–based fertilizers
● it often uses less carbon for transportation to market, in 

addition to better withstanding extreme weather and other 
climate impacts

Replacement of energy-intensive industrial agriculture

(Some of) The solutions



That’s it! I hope you enjoyed 
the presentation =)

Slides available at http://www.mesym.com




