Climate Change and the Social Sciences and Humanities

I started off with something I felt was very important: the link or
relationship between the scientific and social aspects of climate
change. I wanted to stress that climate change is not just a physical
and life sciences issue: it is a political, economic, and social issue.
It is also a classic example of the clash between a concept
grounded in science, and the context in which policy decisions are
made and implemented. My bottom line in the introduction was
that to understand climate change as a phenomenon, one must not
only understand the physical and life sciences aspects of the issue,
but the social sciences and humanities aspects as well.

I began by outlining the general fuzzy boundary between the
physical and life sciences aspects of climate change and the
impacts on ecosystems and human societies. Al Gore and the IPCC
have done this better than I ever could, so I kept it brief. Basically,
an increase in Green House Gas (GHG) emissions will lead to
temperature increases, sea level rise, and precipitation pattern
changes. These changes will in turn affect human health,
agriculture, forest, water resources, coastal areas, and species and
natural habitat.

Climate Change and Human Society

The point I was trying to make here is that climate change is a
challenge for human society on many levels, and these are
concerns and issues raised frequently in the social sciences and
humanities. There is a vital humanistic component to climate the
change issue, both in terms of its origins (how we got here) and
mitigation and adaptation strategies (how do we get out of here).
Basically, this overview touched on some of the more vital aspects
of “being human™ and “being collectives of humans”.



1. Analytical and Policy Complexity

We know from Dave that the science of climate change is
complex. The social aspects of climate change are at least as
complex, if not more so. The “levels of analysis™ tool really helps
us grasp this: climate change is a classic example of the
importance of being aware of how individuals, groups and states,
and the international system all play a role in how we understand
the origins of anthropogenic climate change and how we might
respond to it. There are a lot of variables:

Individual: standard of living; where individual lives;
awareness; attitude; education; job/career; choices

Group/state: governance (political systems); leadership; law
and regulation; economic priorities; public opinion; role of
interest groups

International: interests of states; governance and institutions;
political will; negotiations; norms; bargaining; trust

The fact is, mitigation and adaptation efforts will engage a large
number of variables and so we need to understand them as best we
can. These variables are the subjects of the social sciences and
humanities.

2. The Generation Gap

I just wanted to make an important point here about the timescale
factor when dealing with climate change. The bottom line is that
climate has a much longer timescale that makes it hard to perceive
changes in one lifetime. This long timescale (a timescale which
spans generations) creates a “Generation Gap” which affects our
decision-making when it comes to mitigation and adaptation. How
much are individuals and societies willing to do now for the sake



of future generations? We will see little or no benefit for 30-40
years of the politically difficult and perhaps economically painful
decisions we make now. So why make them?

This 1s the point behind the “precautionary principle” which can be
defined as: “When an activity raises threats of harm to human
health or the environment, precautionary measures should be taken
even if some cause and effect relationships are not fully established
scientifically.” (Wingspread Statement 1998). This is an important
part of the thinking about climate change: we should do something
about green house gas emissions even if we are not sure of the
ultimate effects of climate change because the consequences are so
great. To put it another way: to refuse to act because of uncertainty
is either to deny that climate change exists, or to argue that doing
nothing is a justifiable response to uncertainty. Of course, the
uncertainty element is fading rapidly, so maybe the precautionary
principle is not as relevant as it once was, unless you are trying to
convince someone who is a little skeptical.

3. Not just another environmental problem

Here I wanted to make the point that previous environmental issues
did not have the same scope as climate change does. Chemical
pollution was a big deal in the 1960’s, focused largely on
Dichloro-Diphenyl-Trichloroethane (DDT), which was used as a
pesticide. Nasty stuff, but the effects were more (though not
exclusively) localized, the problem could be addressed at level of
national jurisdiction, and the chemical was not central to
contemporary economies.

The same was true of acid rain, caused by sulphate aerosols and
nitrates from fossil fuels reacting with water in the atmosphere and
on the ground to produce sulphuric acid and nitric acid. Not good.
The problem was addressed (although it took a while) but this was
different from climate change because sulphate is a minor



emission, it can be removed from emissions at low cost, and the
effects were localized to areas of Europe and North America (for
the most part.

The ozone layer hole was also different from climate change
because CFCs were not central to economy and there were easy
substitutes.

Climate change is different because it is truly global in scope and
impact: the consequences of climate change for human well-being,
economic growth, and social impact are enormous. Furthermore,
the activities causing it are at the core of economic activity: 80% of
world energy is generated from fossil fuels, and is intimately
related to energy use, transportation, food production, housing,
construction, land use, etc. As a result, the issue of climate change
cannot be addressed by a simple technological corrective or a few
small policy changes.

4. Ethics, Equity and Justice

Ethical issues are really important in the climate change dialogue.
The impact of climate change on human systems is global in scale,
but is and will be unequal in its effects: different regions,
countries, and areas will experience climate change impacts
differently. At the same time these different regions and countries
have different capacities and resources to meet the challenges of
climate change for their populations. It is a sad fact that the hardest
hit areas of the world will be areas that are already poor, and have
very small or nonexistent capacities to absorb or mitigate against
climate change impacts.

Then there is the issue of responsibility. A core ethical issue in
climate change is how to allocate the costs of mitigation and
adaptation. The general ethical consensus is that developed
countries bear the main responsibility given their historical



culpability for most emissions. But this can be challenged on two
levels. One argument suggests that because most of these
emissions were made in ignorance the developed countries cannot
be held accountable for them. And then there is the practical matter
that no agreed framework for measuring responsibility or
accountability exists and this would be a monumental waste of
time and effort while the planet slowly continues to warm up.

President Bush put it this way:

“I’1l tell you one thing I’m not going to do is I’m not going to let
the United States carry the burden for cleaning up the world’s air.
Like the Kyoto treaty would have done. China and India were

exempted from that Treaty. I think we need to be more even
handed.”

You can make an ethical case for that statement. Of course, you
can also make an ethical statement out of the fact that with 4
percent of the world’s population, the US emits 20% of all
greenhouse gases.

5. Survival and Social Change (Doomsday Zeitgeist)

I think this is a very cool part of the humanist discussion on
climate change. Jared Diamond asks why some societies adapted to
change while others have not (and thus disappeared). His basic
argument is that societies need to be able to question and rethink
the values and principles on which they are based and make
changes if they are to overcome the challenges they face. Well, we
face this challenge and that means rethinking our ideas about
economic growth and wealth, our ideas about the cost of
everything we do, and our relationship with the natural world.

The concern is that our societies (in the industrialized world at
least) have become so consumer and individual-oriented that we



are no longer capable as a collective of taking effective action on
issues such as climate change. As Bill Mckibben has pointed out:

“...as the most fully realized consumer society in history, we’ve
defined ourselves almost entirely as individuals, without any limits
on what we should want. Any call to group action 1s dismissed as
interfering with economic growth, with our personal quest for
more.”

And check out this quote from the philosopher Norman Care:

“Certain familiar sorts of motivation are not available to support
policies demanding serious sacrifice for the sake of future
generations, and we may well be discouraged by the further
apparent fact that the cultivation of a form of motivation directly
supportive of such policies might require something close to an
overhaul of main elements in the makeup of society which
influence the moral psychology of citizens.”

Climate change therefore raises fundamental questions about us as
humans, and highlights the relevance of understanding ethics and
philosophy, politics, economics, human geography, sociology,
journalism, international relations, and psychology among many
other disciplines in the social sciences and humanities.

Climate Change and Economics

So last week we looked at climate change from a humanities or
“human-centric” approach that emphasized us as individuals. This
week was all about economics and politics at the individual, state
and international level.

Climate change is a challenge for economists, who usually analyze
choices individuals or groups or states make based on their own
preferences (based on analysis of costs and benefits). Economics is



not particularly good at weighing the welfare of a current
generation against the welfare of future generations; it is not
particularly good at comparing the costs to rich peoples against the
cost to poor peoples; it is downright lousy at predicting how much
people are willing to sacrifice today for the sake of the future; and
it stinks when it comes to measuring the costs associated with
damage or loss of ecosystems, plant and animal species, etc. Even
Robert Watson, a former Chair of the IPCC, has weighed in with
this statement:

“Markets recognize the value of food, biomass for energy,
pharmaceuticals for health and ecotourism. However, they do not
recognize the importance of ecological services that provide the
very foundation for sustainable development and human welfare
... Nor do markets recognize the option value, the undiscovered
drug, the undiscovered wild relative of an agricultural product we
may need in the future, the existence value of biological species,
and the cultural, religious, and aesthetic value of biological
resources.” Robert Watson (Env. Dir. World Bank and Chair
[PCC)

However, economists do have a very thought provoking
explanation for how we got here. Individuals or states over-exploit
the planet’s atmosphere because they gain material advantages
from the activities that contribute to global warming but suffer
only a fraction of the environmental costs. Furthermore,
individuals and states are typically unwilling to reduce GHG
emissions unilaterally (on their own) because they would pay the
full price of reducing their emissions, but gain only a fraction of
the benefits (if any). How depressing. But hey, it’s economics!

Economists have a number of concepts they use to explain climate
change and the circumstances surrounding it. Actually, these
concepts are used in Political Science and other disciplines as well,
so we could say these are “political economy” approaches and we



would not be off base. Here are some examples of these concepts
(we cannot cover all of them of course). At some point or another,
you will encounter them in domestic or international debates about
climate change.

The Tragedy of the Commons

This i1s a famous argument made by an ecologist, Garret Hardin, in
an article published in the journal Science (titled “The Tragedy of
the Commons™) in 1968. The article (to paraphrase) tells the story
of a medieval town where townsfolk grazed their cows on a
commons (an open pastureland open to all). As the town grew and
the number of cows increased, the demand on the pastureland
increased as each citizen of the town grazed their growing herds on
the pastureland. Their incentive was to get as much grass for their
cows as possible, and so the rate of destruction increased until the
commons could no longer grow grass. The cows died, and the
town collapsed. This story is used as an allegory for the global
environment today.

Now, economists express this idea in the following way: Tragedy
of the Commons occurs when over exploitation of a limited-
capacity resource due to unrestricted entry leads to its total
collapse. This 1s a much tighter definition and avoids having to get
into cows and pastures. But somehow, I just like the cows and
pastures part.

Hardin had a particular conclusion to the Tragedy of the Commons
problem. He believed that property rights would avoid this abuse
of commonly held resources. This created a critical movement
called the tragedy of the anti-commons, which illustrates the social
injustices and economic negatives of poor use of resources
controlled by a few private landowners. So maybe private property
1s no good answer to the Tragedy of the Commons problem.



The public good dilemma

Economics also contributes the concept of public goods (and the
dilemmas of managing those public goods) to our discussion.
Public goods possess two qualities: 1) they are nonexcludable,
meaning they are goods that are readily available to all (even to
those who do not contribute to their creation or maintenance) and
they cannot be easily denied to others; and 2) they are nonrival,
meaning that the use of the good by one actor does not seriously
deplete the amount available to other actors. A piece of pie is not a
public good, but air is a public good and so is common land, a
sidewalk, and...the climate.

The issue (well, one issue) with public goods is how do you
manage them? If no one manages a public good, it can deteriorate
or run out, to the detriment of all. Basically, there are two ways of
managing public goods: through hegemony (a dominant actor that
manages the good on behalf of everyone else either because it has
the coercive power to do so or because it is trusted); or
multilateralism, whereby a consensus is reached on joint
management of the good. Note the far - reaching implications for
the future: is the climate best managed by a dominant actor (fair or
foul) or by efforts to achieve consensus (which may never
happen?)

The Free Rider Problem

In economics, collective bargaining, psychology, and political
science, "free riders" are those who consume more than their fair
share of a public resource, or shoulder less than a fair share of the
costs of its production. The name "free rider" comes from a
common textbook example of this problem: someone using public
transportation without paying the fare. If too many people do this,
the system will not have enough money to operate and will fail or
collapse.



When it comes to climate change, the free rider problem is huge:
greenhouse gas emissions cuts will be economically costly, so
states may choose not to cut, thus free riding off the public good of
the environment and the efforts of other states to cut their own
emissions.

The possible solutions to these problems raise a number of
economic and political questions (as well as opportunities). One
response is to create or increase taxes. This establishes a pool of
resources that can be used to maintain public goods: everyone has
to pay in whether they use the system or not, but no one free rides,
because they cannot (or run the risk of coming up on tax evasion
charges). So can we have taxes on carbon, both domestically and
internationally? A second response is to appeal to altruism, the
sense that people will do the right thing. That work more often
than generally thought: most people will pay their fare for public
transit, for example, even if the costs of free riding (small chance
of being caught, small penalties) are low. Third, public goods can
be made private, so people have a stake in their maintenance and
protection. And finally, we can make laws: legislation can require
people to act in certain ways (presumably consistent with the
public good) such as reducing carbon emissions. There is a lot of
discussion and debate on these points in economics and of course
public policy.

Keep these problems in mind. Economists have a lot to tell us
about climate change, even as they sometimes struggle to include
climate change in liberal economic theory.

The economics of emissions

There were a lot of slides here, just to make the point about the

dominance of fossil fuels in our global energy structure. Coal use
is still alive and well. 25 percent of global energy demand is met
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by coal. The US has the equivalent of five hundred 500-megawatt
coal fired power plants, while China is adding the equivalent of
two such plants per week. The emissions bottom line is that each
of these plants produces about 3 million tons of CO2 per year.

The economics (and politics) of energy conversion

This is really cool stuff, especially if you are interested in the
future (which I expect most of us are). Reducing the emissions of
GHG that cause global warming will require fundamental change
in the global energy system. The economics and politics of this
transition is one of the biggest features of the climate change
debate. Climate change skeptics are shifting their arguments away
from scientific uncertainty toward the argument that prevention
(cutting emissions) is more expensive than adaptation (adjusting to
changing climate conditions), so this debate is just “heating up.”

Macro-economic studies of the cost to the world economy of
conversion range from a slight benefit (that is, world GDP might
actually grow) to as much as five percent by some future date
(usually 2030 or 2050). I did not want to bore everyone with lots of
data and reviews of these studies; the best 1s the IPCC estimates
and these are online and in your readings.

Using GDP data to measure the cost of global warming and
emission reductions does come with problems, because GDP data
is calculated in certain ways. Expenditures by government, or
capital investment by business, will generally add to GDP, while
costs incurred by individuals or businesses will not add to GDP
(and may even lower it). So, replacing a coal - fired power plant
with a wind farm will add to GDP.

On the other hand, adding a carbon sequestration device to a coal -
fired power plant will not add to GDP (and may lower it) because
it is an increase in the cost of running the power plant. The costs of
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doing these two things may be the same, and the emissions
reductions may be the same, but the GDP calculations are
different. I know, this really does not make sense, but that is the
point: debates over whether GDP will be helped or harmed (and by
how much) are at least somewhat deceptive, because they depend
how you add up GDP.

The economics of energy efficiency

Why does encouraging energy efficiency seem to be such a
problem? Pursuing energy efficiency is not attractive from a large -
scale economic point of view because it involves many small
decisions and changes that are hard to invest in collectively. Big
investors are looking for big deals: it is easier to sign a big check
for a new nuclear power plant or a solar power plant than it is to
invest in lots of small changes in buildings or consumer products.
As Warren Buffet once explained: “[i]t is easier to make one $10
billion deal than ten $1 billion deals.” But in energy efficiency,
you are talking about 10 million $1000 deals (windows, insulation,
light bulbs). So, investors would rather invest in a solar power
plant that produces energy at 12-40 cents per kilowatt hour, rather
than into conservation at 4 cents per kilowatt hour.

Economic Strategies

We hear a lot about what we need to do from a regulatory
perspective to reduce emissions and encourage an energy
transition. These strategies are all grounded in economics, and the
interface between politics and economics.

* (Carbon taxes to increase incentives to reduce carbon
emissions
* Subsidies to alternate energy sources (wind, solar costs

dropping)
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* Requiring utilities to provide a certain portion of their
electricity from renewable sources

* Innovation incentives (research and development): tripling
global investment in research and development for alternative
energy would restore funding to 1970s levels

* Market systems (carbon trading and cap and trade systems)

And then we moved on to domestic politics.

Climate Change and Domestic Politics

There is just not time to go into detailed studies of domestic
politics in this course, but I wanted to make two fundamental
points. First, where does national climate change policy come
from? The answer is a complex set of variables that are often
unique to the political environment within that state, influenced by
external factors. Second, we can understand different national
climate change policies by using the techniques of comparative
politics: comparing different cases to isolate similarities and
differences.

In terms of where national climate change policies come from, I
suggested that the following influences were most important:

* The state and government: political system, attitude of
leaders, partisan politics;

* Industry and the market: the role of industry and economic
actors;

* Civil society: engaged actors; the media; public perceptions
and opinion;

* Science: role of science in society and on decision makers.
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I compared Japan, the Netherlands, and the US with a level of
superficiality that would make any comparative politics scholar
flush with outrage. But hey, they can teach their own course. It is
the 1dea of differences and how they come about that is meaningful
for us here. I used examples from the U.S. to illustrate how
domestic factors have driven U.S. government policy on climate
change.

The State and Government

Japan is an example of a top down approach: much of climate
change policy driven by government, which reached the
conclusion that economic growth and climate change mitigation
are not mutually exclusive.

The Netherlands is known for collaborative and consensual
politics at the government level. There is general support for
collaboration between society, government and industry.

In the US, there is no government consensus on climate change,
and 1in fact the government (at least at the level of the executive
branch and the Bush Administration) is actively opposed to climate
change as a concept and by extension mitigation and adaptation
strategies. There is a lot of evidence of a systematic effort by the
Bush Administration to silence government scientists, suppress or
edit scientific warnings about climate change, and systematically
challenge the science of climate change. A classic example of his
1s an internal memo written by Frank Luntz, a republican pollster
(who has since repudiated his own views), which included the
following statements (these and some other examples are from a
BBC Panorama documentary):

“The environment is probably the single issue on which the

Republicans in general, and President Bush in particular, are
most vulnerable.”
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“Be even more active in recruiting experts who are
sympathetic to your view, and much more active in making
them part of your message.”

“Should the public come to believe that the scientific issues
are settled, their views on global warming will change
accordingly. Therefore, you need to continue to make the
lack of scientific certainty a primary issue.”

There was a lot more of this, but you get the idea. Note that a lot of
states in the US are pursuing climate change policies on their own,
most notably California.

The Market and Industry

In Japan, industry was consulted and generally supportive of
government position.

In the Netherlands, industry was very skeptical of climate change
science and initially very resistant, but now most industries in the
Netherlands are not fighting climate change. Instead, they are
looking for economic opportunities in climate change mitigation.

In the US, industry and organized labour mobilized to prevent
emissions reductions and the ratification of Kyoto. Business in
particular undercut public and government support for climate
change mitigation, using the same techniques as the tobacco
industry: create uncertainty about the science because as long as
there 1s uncertainty you can fight regulation and keep on doing
what you are doing (selling cigarettes or emitting GHGs). Of
course, not all industries are culprits: companies in the automobile
and energy sectors have adopted voluntary emissions programs,
but these have had a small impact overall.
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A good example of industry efforts to suppress scientific reporting
on climate change was the fate of a document known as The
National Assessment on Climate Change Impacts on the United
States: The Potential Consequences of Climate Variability and
Change. This report was a comprehensive examination of the
impact of climate change on the U.S. The Assessment was the
result of ten years of work (between 1990 and 2000) by hundreds
of scientists from 20 university teams, five teams studying the US
economy, and a US government scientific advisory group. Prior to
the launch of the report, a lawsuit was filed to prevent its release.
The lawsuit was mounted by members of Congress (led by US
senator James Inhofe of Oklahoma) and the Competitive Enterprise
Institute (a think-tank funded by industry interests). The report was
challenged for being based on “models” and not on scientific
evidence, and was called “unscientific” and “unethical.” The
lawsuit was eventually thrown out, but the damage was done. The
report had been ridiculed and undermined, and it was never widely
distributed, and never became part of the public debate.

Civil society

In Japan, civil society actors were not big players in the shaping
of climate change policy.

In the Netherlands, civil society actors played a notable role in
raising awareness and engaging in the policy debate about how
best to respond.

The intense debate in the US was fueled by large and well funded
not-for profit conservative organizations, funded by industry, that
have cast doubt on the science of climate change. There was little
or no coordination or cooperation between US government and
environmental groups: environmental groups opposed
compromise, criticized the Clinton administration during the Kyoto
process, and was an opponent, not an ally, of the US position in
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climate change negotiations. The debate over climate change has
therefore become polarized and a battleground for partisan politics
rather than social consensus.

An example of this kind of effort was the work of a civil society
actor called the Greening the Earth Society. The Western Fuels
Society sponsored this NGO (which no longer exists). The Society
argued that the science behind global warming is not uncertain, but
just wrong. There has been no steady rise or steady decrease in
warming, and the warming that did occur, occurred before 1950,
before most of the carbon dioxide from industrialization was put
into the air, so the warming had to be natural.

Now, the science says almost exactly the opposite. But this does
not prevent such organizations from saying otherwise, and
confusing the debate by cluttering the dialogue and creating
impressions of a debate where none exists (at least when it comes
to the science).

Science

In Japan, skepticism about the science of climate change
dissipated quite quickly and there were few challenges to the
science.

In the Netherlands, skepticism of climate change science remains
in industry, but is no longer publicly expressed because of fear of
backlash from a public that is generally aware and acceptant of the
problem.

In the US, skepticism is a powerful force and a part of the
“debate.” Check out this statement from Senator James M. Inhofe:
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“With all of the hysteria, all of the fear, all of the phony science,
could it be that man-made global warming is the greatest hoax ever
perpetrated on the American people? It sure sounds like it.”

Recent developments in the United States

Things have changed a bit but much remains the same. The
American Clean Energy and Security Act (2009) passed in House
and is now in the Senate. The Act calls for emissions reductions of
17% below 2005 levels by year 2020 (4% below 1990 levels). The
high level of opposition in Senate (large number of Senators
represent Midwest states that do not feel the coastal impact of
climate change and are highly dependent on coal and
manufacturing) was magnified by the election of Scott Brown in
Massachusetts in January 2010, depriving the Obama
Administration of its margin of control in the Senate. Recently, the
Congressional elections put Congress in control of the
Republicans, and it is virtually certain that this will be the end of
the American Clean Energy and Security Act.

There has also been extensive opposition from business, including
lobbying by the National Association of Manufacturers, the
American Petroleum Institute, and the US Chamber of Commerce.
According to the Economist, in 2009 the energy industry spent
$300 million on 2,225 lobbyists in Washington, and donated twice
as much campaign funding to the bills opponents than to the bills
supporters. Climate change skepticism is on the rise: in April 2008
71% of Americans thought there was solid evidence of rising
global temperatures: in October 2009, only 57% thought so. And in
April 2008, 47% of Americans blamed rising temperatures on
human activity: in October of 2009, only 36% thought so.
Economic recession seems to undermine the faith in climate
change science pretty easily. Or maybe people do not want to think
of themselves as hypocrites: it is easier to accept policies that will
increase carbon emissions but might get you a job or save you
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some money in hard times if you decide that maybe climate change
1s not real or that threatening after all.

Climate Change and Global Governance

So after all the discussion on the humanist, economic, and
domestic politics aspects of climate change, we needed to look at
the international, or system level, aspects of this issue.

Climate change mitigation requires action at the international level,
primarily in the form of cuts in greenhouse gas emissions. This in
turn requires some kind of international consensus or agreement
between states. So why has attaining such an agreement proved so
difficult, and why has the record of implementation been so
spotty? Economists, political scientists, and specialists in
international relations are fond of explaining how several obstacles
obstruct progress in global governance.

First, governments exist in a competitive international
environment, and as a result governments are concerned with
relative gains in power and economic advantage. The competition
between states for economic and strategic advantage makes them
reluctant to sign agreements that threaten their economic
competitiveness or their diplomatic or security interests.

Second, it is difficult to secure an agreement among many states
that possess many divergent interests. As a result, any negotiated
agreement or treaty between states 1s the product of the lowest
common denominator among the participants. Of course, when
everyone has to agree on a course of action, that course of action
may wind up looking inadequate with respect to the problem,
because it was a product of whatever consensus could be achieved.
The alternative is to reach no agreement at all (which does
happen!)
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Third, there is the eternal problem of compliance and enforcement.
Governments may sign agreements but then fail to live up to their
commitments. Who punishes them? In a world with no overall
government, no police force, no judiciary (apologies to the very
limited World Court) and no prison, enforcement mechanisms are
weak or nonexistent. The only enforcement mechanisms that exist
are ones negotiated into an agreement or treaty - which are usually
rather insipid - or international and domestic condemnation, which
can be formidable but also can be resisted by committed
governments.

Fourth, domestic politics drive government negotiation positions
and the priorities of government at home (such as economic
growth and employment). The vulnerability of governments to
electoral politics and the scheming of coalition partners can often
be important factors driving the positions governments take in
international negotiations.

Finally, we have to respect that fact that science and social
phenomena often move faster than the instruments of global
governance. As soon as a consensus on a problem is finally forged,
strategies and responses defined, an agreement negotiated, and
implementation initiated, what happens? The science or social
phenomena evolve or change, and new or supplemental or follow
on negotiations have to begin again.

International climate mitigation efforts are a good example of the
Collective Action Problem, a noted phenomenon in the social
sciences and humanities. This is a situation in which everyone (in a
given group) has a choice between two alternatives and where, if
everyone involved chooses the alternative act that is
Individualistically Rational (IR), the outcome will be worse for
everyone involved than it would be if they were all to choose the
other alternative (i.e., than it would be if they were all to choose
the alternative that is not IR).
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In international climate change mitigation efforts the problem takes
the form of governments pursuing Individualistically Rational
interests (based on economic competitiveness, for example) and
not signing or failing to implement GHG emissions agreements
and all being worse off because of ongoing global warming.

Then it was time to talk about what has actually been done on the
international level on the issue of climate change.

International Climate Change Responses

The First World Climate Conference was held in 1979 (Geneva).
In 1988 the World Meteorological Organization (WMO) and the
United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) formed the
[PCC. The mandate of the IPCC was to “assess the state of existing
knowledge about the climate system and climate change; the
environmental, economic, and social impacts of climate change;
and the possible response strategies.” It is worth noting that the
[PCC itself does not conduct research; it synthesizes and
summarizes research done across the world by hundreds of
scientists.

In 1990 the IPCC released its First Assessment Report, which
warned of the threat of global warming and the need to act. The
Second World Climate Conference held in 1990 called for an
international treaty on climate change. And if you are going to
have a summit to negotiate a climate change treaty, why not have
some beach access while you’re at it? And so, off to...

Rio!
So here we are at the United Nations Conference on the

Environment and Development (otherwise known as the Earth
Summit) in Rio De Janeiro in 1992. It was at this conference that
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the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC)
was signed and later came into force in 1994. It was the first effort
to establish international commitments to reduce GHG emissions
to levels consistent with climatic stability and economic
development. The signatory Annex I countries (the developed
world, basically) committed themselves to reducing anthropogenic
greenhouse gasses and enhancing greenhouse gas sinks and
reservoirs. Specifically, Annex I countries were to reduce their

GHG emissions to 1990 levels by the year 2000.

Then the obstacles kicked in. Very few if any states were on target
to meet their Rio commitments by the mid-1990°s. Emissions from
non-Economies In Transition (read: Economies Going Into the
Tank because of the collapse of the Soviet Union) countries were
going up, not down. And new IPCC science was showing that
global warming was getting worse. So more meetings, called
“Conferences of the Parties” or “COPs” were held. COP 1 (in
Berlin in 1995) agreed that only the developed countries (Annex 1
states) would commit to actual numerical targets for GHG
emission reductions: this has had an enduring impact on climate
change treaties ever since. COP 2 (in Geneva in 1996) both called
for enhanced cuts to GHG emissions in the face of new I[PCC
evidence of global warming. So Rio was essentially a failure.

But if at first you don’t succeed, then try again...at:

Kyoto!

So here we are at COP 3 in Kyoto in 1997. The aim was to achieve
deeper emission reduction targets than those agreed to at Rio. The
negotiations were pretty intense, going on for 25 hours straight at

one point.

There was particular tension between EU countries, which wanted
deeper emissions cuts targets, and a group called JUSCANZ

22



(Japan, US, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand) which wanted
lower emissions targets and wanted to include developing
countries in the Kyoto protocol.

At the end of the day, the Kyoto Protocol calls on the 28 industrial
countries to reduce emissions to varying country-specific
percentages below 1990 levels by 2008-2012. So for example, the
US committed to cut its emissions to 7% below 1990 levels,
Canada to 6% below, the EU to 8% below, and Japan to 6% below.

And then the US Senate did something very interesting. On July
25, 1997, before the Kyoto Protocol was finalized (although it had
been fully negotiated, and a penultimate draft was finished), the
U.S. Senate unanimously passed by a 95-0 vote the Byrd-Hagel
Resolution (S. Res. 98) which stated:

“Whereas the exemption for Developing Country Parties is
inconsistent with the need for global action on climate change and
is environmentally flawed; and Whereas the Senate strongly
believes that the proposals under negotiation...could result in
serious harm to the United States economy, including significant
job loss, trade disadvantages, increased energy and consumer
costs, or any combination thereof...the United States should not be
a signatory to any protocol...at negotiations in December 1997, or
thereafter.”

Ouch! On November 12, 1998, Vice President Al Gore
symbolically signed the protocol. Both Gore and Senator Joseph
Lieberman indicated that the protocol would not be acted upon in
the Senate until there was participation by the developing nations.
The Clinton Administration never submitted the protocol to the
Senate for ratification.

Nevertheless, the Kyoto Protocol came into force on February 16,
2005 following ratification by Russia on November 18, 2004.
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Unfortunately, compliance was no better under the Kyoto Protocol
than it was under the UNFCCC.

By 2008, carbon dioxide emissions were 30% higher per year than
they were in 1992 when the UNFCCC was signed. Emissions were
20% higher than they were in 1997, when Kyoto was signed.
Atmospheric concentrations of CO2 equivalent GHG reached 385
parts per million in 2008, compared with 280 parts per million
before the industrial revolution. The sense of urgency has grown: a
now widely accepted definition of dangerous climate change is a 2
degree C rise. The IPCC recommends that to have a good chance
of avoiding dangerous climate change (a 2 degree increase)
developed countries must cut their GHG emissions by at least 25
percent from 1990 levels by 2020, and that global emissions must
begin to decline by 2020 at the latest.

So if you do not succeed after two attempts, then try, try again at...
Copenhagen!

COP15 of the UNFCCC was held in Copenhagen in December
2009 over the course of two weeks. 193 countries were
represented. The negotiations were very contentious, characterized
by accusations and acrimony, and a walkout by developing
countries that suspended negotiations for five hours. Negotiations
had taken place months and years in advance, but had made only
limited progress so a great deal had to be discussed at the actual
conference, and in retrospect too much had been left to the last
minute.

What emerged from Copenhagen was, depending on who you talk

to, a disappointing agreement with some positive developments, or
a complete and utter disaster.
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The first thing to note about the Copenhagen Accord is that it is
not legally binding. Unlike the UNFCCC and the Kyoto Protocol
to the UNFCCC, the Copenhagen Accord contains no legally
binding commitments to cut GHG emissions. Instead of imposing
collectively negotiated targets for emissions reductions on
UNFCCC signatories, the Accord calls on individual developed
nations to submit their own reductions schedules for the next ten
years by 31 January 2010. There is no agreement in the Accord on
a “peak year” after which emissions must decline. The Accord
“recognizes” the goal of limiting global temperature rise to less
than 2 degrees from 19" C pre-industrial levels, but again this is
not a legally binding commitment. The Accord does promise $30
billion in aid for developing countries over next three years, with a
larger goal of providing $100 billion by 2020. The Accord does
obligate developing countries to submit commitments to manage
their emissions, but in a way that is “nationally appropriate” and
consistent with “sustainable development” which of course could
mean almost anything (which is why the Accord was worded this
way). All countries will report on the progress they have made
towards their targets every two years.

So some progress, perhaps. But all in all, Copenhagen was a failure
next to its ultimate objective: a legally binding global treaty to
replace the Kyoto Protocol.

I need to insert one note about the US and Canadian positions at
Copenhagen. If you recall, the US position was to cut GHG
emissions to 17% below 2005 levels by year 2020 (this meant a cut
of 4% below 1990 levels). I did a poor job illustrating this on the
whiteboard because I was getting pretty tired! I can confirm that
the US pledge at Copenhagen did mean a cut to 4% below 1990
baseline levels. But my larger point was that moving the baseline
to 2005 made 1t look like the U.S. was cutting more than it really
was (17% as opposed to 4%) and essentially forgiving itself for the
emissions of the past by setting a new (2005) baseline. Also, this
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meant the gap between the U.S. and others (the E.U. for example,
with its pledge to cut to 20% below the 1990 baseline) was a pretty
big.

Cancun!

COP16 of the UNFCCC was held in Cancun. Obviously, the
Copenhagen Conference was a big blow to the UNFCCC process,
and the future of that process was in doubt heading to Mexico.

Some have questioned the wisdom of continuing the UNFCCC
process, because getting agreement on something so contentious as
carbon emissions from 193 states in a pressure packed conference
full of political posturing and conflict has proven difficult, if not
impossible.

At Cancun, there was a call for the preservation of the UNFCCC
process. There were some symbolic developments. At Cancun, a
widespread commitment to “deep cuts” in global greenhouse gas
emissions to hold the increase in global average temperature below
2 degrees Celsius was agreed to by all participants. While this
included various processes for adopting targets for peaking
emissions as soon as possible, and substantially reducing them by
2050, the reality is that all of this was voluntary and none of it was
binding.

The Cancun conference also agreed to develop systems for
measuring, reporting and verifying emission reductions.

A commitment was made to help developing countries with low-
carbon technology and help them with adaptation to climate
change. The conference established a Green Climate Fund of $100
billion to support these efforts.
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Cancun also agreed to a formula for addressing the issue of
forestry and climate change. A contentious issue since Kyoto, the
conference agreed to compensate developing countries for keeping
trees standing rather than logging them.

However, the agreements made at the Cancun conference did not
settle the future of the Kyoto Protocol, and did not have the status
of a legally binding amendment to the Kyoto protocol. So many
were disappointed.

And then it was off to:
Durban!

So now it is on to COP 17, in Durban (South Africa), in
November/December 2011). There were 12,480 participants so it
was a big group. The negotiations were once again contentious,
with most of the positions similar to the ones held at Copenhagen
and Cancun. Some progress was made but overall the conference
was a disappointment as no treaty (or clear pathway to a treaty)
emerged from the discussions. The whole conference narrowly
escaped collapse, and in fact was extended by a day or two in an
effort to build some kind of an agreed outcome.

The result was the Durban Platform for Enhanced Action. In it, all
signatories to the Platform (including the US, China, India) agreed
in principle to carbon emission reductions. Great. Perhaps more
significantly, all signatories agreed to establish a legally binding
treaty on emissions by 2015, to take effect by 2020. They also
agreed to support a Green Climate Fund to help developing
countries adapt in the face of climate change impacts. However,
this was yet another example of delaying action and another
example of a major COP ending in an agreement to reach an
agreement at some future point.
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So is there any silver lining to all of this?

A new kind of climate change politics may emerge out of
Copenhagen, Cancun, and Durban, driven by individuals, activist
organizations, communities, local and regional government, and
the emerging “green sector” of the economy, all impatient with the
slow pace of international talks through the UNFCCC process. But
at the end of the day, it is states that make laws and regulations,
and it is states that enforce those laws and regulations. Can we
reduce emissions decisively using a model of change that does not
include a binding, effective global treaty supported by most states
and their governments?
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