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Introduction
Gabriela Kiitting and Kyle Herman

The world has changed since the first edition of this book was published in 2010. The way
global environmental politics is conceptualized has become more diverse. At the same
time, the environmental challenges the world is facing have not changed very much, yet we
are definitely at the beginning of an energy revolution. While the political discourse has
not changed dramatically, changes have happened in the global political economy and at
levels below, above, and parallel to the state that are quietly challenging the way we think
about global environmental politics.

The second edition of this textbook tries to reflect these changes and put them into per-
spective and make sense of them. The original framework in the first part of the book has
not changed because we believe that these concepts are still the best tools for analyzing and
understanding the global arena in which environmental politics is enacted. Part two has
seen fundamental revisions in that new challenges have arisen that deserve our detailed
scrutiny. To that effect, chapters on technology, on energy, and on China as a political actor
have been added. Rather than studying a selection of institutions or policies, chapters in
part two reflect the diversity of issue areas that arise in global environmental politics, and
not all of them are driven by institutions or global policy frameworks.

This textbook is also unique in that it tries to reflect the field of global environmental
politics, which is not dominated by one single approach. We feel that students should learn
and understand the diversity of approaches that exist, and the best way to do this is to be
exposed to differing accounts rather than a single narrative that presents the field as one
homogeneous field, which it very clearly is not.

The book kicks off with an introductory chapter on theoretical perspectives which
explains the various approaches to studying global environmental politics, placing it within
the discipline of international relations. Initially, it was a relatively marginal concern, but
the demands of the ‘real world’ forced the environment on to the academic agenda. Inevi-
tably, existing theories and approaches were deployed in the study of the novel problems of
transboundary pollution and global environmental change, but environmental specialists
were soon making their own distinct contributions. In order to make sense of this, it is
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useful to consider the purpose of theory and its underlying assumptions. For example, the
many theories discussed will all have a different starting point and a main focus which will
lead them to prioritize different issues, values, and constructs as the most important ones
and will also lead them to different conclusions. This brings us to the basic questions of the
role and significance of various actors, most notably the state, but also prompts us to define
the exact problem that we should seek to address. Are we primarily interested in actors such
as the state or civil society, and do we believe that change for the better will be initiated and
pushed through by them? Are we more skeptical and want to focus on consumptive or
equity issues? Do we believe that the environment is a security issue and the best way for-
ward is to treat it as such? John Vogler addresses these questions in a theoretical context and
they will be followed up and discussed in more detail in subsequent chapters.

Lucy Ford explains and discusses transnational actors in global environmental politics.
Transnational actors engage in international activities across national boundaries but do
not do so on behalf of a state or international organization. In fact, there are many non-
state actors who contest this concentrated global power in the hands of political and eco-
nomic elites. Non-state actors championing a particular issue such as the environment are
challenging nation-states and, by extension, inter-state organizations — claiming they are
failing to solve global issues. Their aim is to redefine the issues, agendas, and problems by
pointing out where these institutions are failing, promoting the reform of these institu-
tions, working with these organizations sometimes bypassing the nation-state, and some-
times even calling for these organizations to be downgraded. When defining transnational
actors, then, we are referring to all those non-state actors such as TNCs, NGOs, or social
movements that operate across the globe and form part of global politics. They are neither
states nor international organizations, but they act alongside them, sometimes collaborating
with and sometimes challenging them, and at other times ignoring them altogether. Many
of the issues highlighted by NGOs have to do with North-South issues, a theme that is
picked up in the next chapter.

In their chapter on global political economy and development issues, Markus Lederer
and Thomas Hickmann focus on the linkages between the economy, the environment, and
development. They analyze the relationship between the economy and the environment in
a global context, particularly relating to distributional issues. They discuss different theoret-
ical and conceptual approaches to the interplay between economic globalization and
environmental issues. Particularly, they address two major themes: they debate whether
the terms ‘sustainability” and ‘development” can be reconciled. They also discuss who the
relevant actors in the global political economy are.

Hannah Hughes, in her chapter on environmental security, sees environmental improve-
ment not in economic tools but in the way the environment is perceived as a security issue
and the policy consequences arising thereof. Environmental security is a contested concept.
Generally, proponents of linking environment and security point to the roots of resource
scarcity and environmental degradation in promoting intra-state and inter-state violent
conflict and wars. The traditional definition of security, restricted to the polemics of
state sovereignty, military affairs between states, and the threat of inter-state war as a function
of threats to territorial integrity, should be expanded to include other issues, such as the
environment. These analysts have also regarded the linkage itself as important in elevating
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environmental issues to the forefront of national security affairs, creating the political
urgency to resolve environmental problems. Yet, critics of the linkage between the con-
cepts of environment and security generally dismiss the relationship on several grounds.
First and foremost, these analysts (regarded as traditionalist thinkers) believe that expand-
ing the definition of security, as it is traditionally regarded, waters the concept down to
something too vague to be analyzed rigorously. Others criticize the link claiming that the
environment is antithetical to everything society often regards as security and, for that
reason, connecting the two concepts will prevent us from thinking critically about dealing
with environmental problems. Specifically, the chapter contends that, if the concept is
generally couched in the discourses of war, conflict, sovereignty, and traditional power
dynamics, then associating the environment with security is problematic.

Chapter 5 (Doris Fuchs and Frederike Boll) introduces a still young concept to global
environmental politics. Sustainable consumption has become a pivotal topic in global
environmental politics in recent years. Trends in resource depletion and environmental
degradation caused by consumption levels and patterns, particularly in industrialized coun-
tries, combined with sharp rises in consumer demand in high growth countries, such as
China and India, highlight one of the most fundamental problems facing human kind today
as well as its causes. Consumption deals with the household level and how consumer
and citizen actions influence political and economic governance. Thus, it is part of global
political economy approaches but a subfield in its own right. The chapter describes the rise
in importance of the study of consumption as well as identifying the actors of global
sustainable consumption governance.

The last chapter in part one (Timothy Ehresman and Dimitris Stevis) brings environ-
mental and ecological justice to the forefront of political concepts to consider in global
environmental politics. The topic of environmental and ecological justice has come to
occupy a unique and useful place in the field. Some of the earliest attempts to parse issues
of justice as to the international environment arose in works by legal scholars attending to
international environmental law. However, the field of international relations has itself
come to embrace environmental justice issues as central to wider discourses on interna-
tional justice and fairness, and as integral to studies of global environmental politics. Schol-
ars in the field of international relations have, for some time, raised concerns regarding the
fairness and moral urgency of problems in global environmental politics. And, as scholarly
work on global environmental issues, initiatives, and institutions has advanced over time,
the concept of justice has become central to broader environmental policy debates.
Motivated by the growing significance of justice and equity for global environmental poli-
tics, this chapter offers a historical and analytical overview of international environmental
justice, covering concepts as well as the application of justice issues.

The second section of this chapter offers case and policy studies, which apply the con-
cepts discussed in the first section of the book. The case studies kick off with the most
prominent and pressing issue of all — climate change. It reflects all dimensions of global
environmental politics, ranging from classical regime analysis to critical approaches, from
state-centric analysis to transnational networks, addressing conflict and cooperation in the
field of political economy, environmental justice, and dilemmas over consumption. In this
chapter, the historical trajectory of institutional action on climate change is retraced from
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the Climate Change Convention to the Kyoto Protocol and its various Conferences of the
Parties (COP) meetings. The problem is then addressed in a wider framework, placing the
dilemmas of equity, North-South divisions, civil society activism, economic constraints, and
scientific consensus in perspective. The students will understand the full complexity of this
multi-layered challenge to global cooperation and the challenges global society faces in the
21st century.

Judith Shapiro addresses the challenges of China taking on the role of a new super-
power. Both domestically, with its insatiable appetite for resources and energy, and globally,
with its newfound role at international conferences, China faces manifold environmental
challenges which are discussed and contextualized in detail in this chapter.

Likewise, Kyle Herman confronts one of the most formidable challenges of the 21st
century, namely the role of technology in global environmental politics. He engages the
reader in a discussion premised not so much on the potential destructive forces of fossil
fuels, but rather what new technologies are emerging, and at a rapid rate, to mitigate
against global carbon emissions. The analysis takes a global political economy approach to
drive home the point that climate policies are, in fact, already proving valuable to innova-
tion, development, and diffusion of renewable energy and other clean technologies.

Julia Trombetta takes on the third major challenge, namely the role of energy policy.
Access to energy services is a fundamental aspect of contemporary life. We rely on energy
for transport, production, communication. Energy empowers. Access to energy sources is
a strategic priority for many nation states, and the provision of energy services is essential
for the economy and for development. Yet, even if energy is fundamental to fulfil human
potential, 1.2 billion people have no access to electricity (IEA 2016). At the same time,
without a radical transformation of existing energy systems, ensuring existing consump-
tion, allowing for growth, and broadening access to energy services will have catastrophic
consequences for the environment. Contemporary energy systems are unsustainable.
Using the changing conceptualization of energy security as an analytical tool, and drawing
on insights from the global governance literature, this chapter will analyze the transforma-
tion of energy politics, the emergence of forms of global energy governance, and the main
actors involved in it.

Alice Vadrot addresses another vital issue, namely that of biodiversity and species
protection. The term biodiversity, though used widely and liberally by researchers and
practitioners, refers to a complex and under-researched environmental policy area. Defor-
estation, habitat destruction, wildlife conservation, over-fishing, species extinction, and the
introduction of genetically modified organisms have all necessitated the adoption of a bio-
diversity regime at the United Nations level in the form of the Biodiversity Convention of
1992 and subsequent Biosafety Protocol of 2000. In order to develop a better understanding
of the underlying dynamics at the intersection between science, politics, and policy, this
chapter examines the historical, conceptual, and institutional conditions of the emergence
of ‘biodiversity” as global environmental concern and a policy issue. Subsequently, the reg-
ulatory framework, which has been established to tackle what is increasingly conceived to
be the ‘sixth mass extinction’ will be described and emerging power struggles between the
Global North and the Global South discussed.
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The importance of enhancing the sustainability of food systems (Wendy Godek) is an
issue that continues to be on the top of global agendas. This is attributed to the deepening
of multiple environmental, social, and economic challenges that have compromised the
ability of food systems to ensure food security, or when ‘all people, at all times, have physi-
cal, social and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food that meets their
dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life for all’ (FAO 1996). While
hunger has declined over the last decade, global food insecurity continues to be a significant
problem, with an estimated 795 million hungry people worldwide (FAO 2015), or about
11% of the world population, most of whom live in poverty in the Global South. This
chapter analyzes the concepts of food security and food sovereignty and how they relate to
environmental and development concerns.

Forests are a political economy issue which, apart from playing such an important
ecological role, have been at the forefront of innovative institutional efforts to develop
more inclusive policy tools. As the subject matter of deforestation is such an obviously
fraught example of the point where economic needs and wants clash with scientific advice,
itis an ideal study of exactly where the problems are located in this ambiguous relationship.
It brings to the fore all the issues that are pertinent in global environmental politics and
globalization in general in the early 21st century: questions of governance, the role of
transnational actors, the meaning of sustainable development, North-South relations,
problems of development and poverty, the connection between poverty and environmental
degradation, and the relationship between Western science and indigenous knowledge, to
name but a few. This complex relationship is explained and analyzed here.

In sum, the second part of this book offers a broad view of the issues and challenges
environmental politics and policies will face in the 21st century. These case studies bring
together a range of different views, but together are hinged on one underlying perspective:
global environmental politics and policies are changing drastically, and this is due to
economic, political, and environmental changes occurring in parallel. With this, the next
several decades are ripe for any number of technological, political, and economic changes
related to the environment.

References
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International relations 1
theory and the
environment

John Vogler

This first chapter aims to situate the study of environmental questions within the broader
context of international relations (IR) theory. It then seeks to provide a brief review of the
main theoretical strands in IR thinking about the environment, including the institutionalist
study of international cooperation and regime formation; the emergence of ideas on global
environmental governance and the radical critique to which they have been subjected.
The chapter concludes with a consideration of what may be regarded as the foundational
security concerns of IR as a discipline and the ways in which the relationship between
security and environmental degradation have been portrayed.

Classical IR theory

The study of IR as a distinct discipline was essentially a product of the Great War of 1914-18,
the experience of which prompted urgent questions about how the old European inter-state
system might be reformed in order to provide a new basis for security. European history
had been punctuated by armed conflict, but it was the unprecedented scale of industri-
alised warfare that made any repetition appear unthinkable. International public law and
functional international cooperation over such matters as the organisation of railways,
telegraphs and postal services was already well established by the end of the nineteenth
century, but it was the question of security and the avoidance of war that dominated all
others. How was peace and order to be achieved in what was usually assumed to be an
anarchical system of conflict-prone nation states? The then dominant school of liberal
internationalists (sometimes also described, usually by their opponents, as idealists)
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proposed the strengthening of international law and the building of new international
institutions for cooperation. If not providing for world government, this would at least
serve to provide some insurance against a repetition of 1914 through the institutionalisa-
tion of a collective approach to security in the newly formed League of Nations. The con-
ditions for this experiment may not have been right, or the idea itself may have been fatally
flawed (Claude 1962), but disillusionment with the failure of the League and the onset of
another world war gave rise to the ascendancy of a rival school of ‘realist’ thought, owing
much to European traditions of realpolitik in a process famously described by Carr
([1939]1946) on the very eve of the Second World War. Realism, a label adopted to highlight
the supposed inadequacy of the ideas of pre-war ‘idealist’ thinkers, became the dominant
approach in the 1950s and arguably, with writers such as Kissinger (1970), Waltz (1979)
and Mearsheimer (2001), along with a host of similarly inclined practitioners and commen-
tators, remains so until this day. Realism shared with its “idealist’ protagonists a view of a
world system constituted by sovereign states. Where it differed was in its stress on the
primacy of national interests, power politics and the ultimate significance of armed force.
If there was to be any security, it would be achieved through deterrence and power balanc-
ing, rather than through international cooperation and the pursuit of illusory common
interests.

For much of the period since 1945, it was possible to write an IR textbook without
specific mention of the environment. Nowadays, if not impossible, it would be unlikely!* In
more traditional writing, natural resources were the object of competition and conflict
between states or constituents of national power (Morgenthau 1948). The natural environ-
ment provided the, often overlooked, context of international politics. It did not constitute
a subject in its own right and, significantly, was regarded as a constant, rather than a site of
dangerous or destabilising change. As Stevis (2006) notes, in his study of the trajectory of
academic work on the international politics of the environment, most of the relevant
research before the 1970s was conducted by economists, geographers and others from
outside the IR discipline, even if their focus was fixed upon the geopolitics of resource
scarcity.” There were also some, largely technical and legal, studies of resource conflicts and
transboundary legal problems, but it was not until environmental issues became firmly
implanted on the actual agenda of international politics, around the time of the 1972
United Nations Conference on the Human Environment at Stockholm, that the growing
problems of transboundary, and then global, degradation attracted substantial theoretical
interest amongst IR scholars.

As the discipline of IR developed, these established approaches have been subject to
waves of criticism: from positivists demanding scientific evidence for theories; from
Marxist-inspired critical scholarship and, more recently, by constructivists and post-modern
theorists, challenging some of the core assumptions of the established discipline. Since the
late 1960s, the study of IR has, thus, fractured in many ways, but it is probably true that, if
they share little else, the majority of scholars have a core concern with security and peace,
even if they now define them in rather different ways. A major criticism (Smith 1993)
levelled at the work of those who came to specialise in the IR of the environment is that
they continue to reside at the periphery of this theoretical ferment, failing to fully engage
with the twists and ‘turns’ of theoretical debate in the discipline. There may be some truth



International relations theory and the environment 11

in this for, as we shall see below, there has been a dominant concern with promoting inter-
national environmental cooperation inspired by a largely liberal institutionalist approach.
However, as we shall also see, there have been alternative voices. Deriving from very differ-
ent assumptions and traditions, often denying the relevance of a state-centric world view,
they have called for radical action. With respect to these challenges, Cox (1981) made an
influential distinction between “problem solving” and critical theory. ‘Problem solvers’ work
within the prevailing assumptions of the international system, trying to find ways in which
inter-state cooperation can be advanced, scientific findings better integrated into policy and
regimes made more effective in their implementation. As we shall see, this description
covers the bulk of the work that has been done on the international politics of the environ-
ment. By contrast, ‘critical theorists” are not interested in solving what are regarded as
intermediate and technical problems. They are more concerned with probing the under-
lying assumptions of prevailing practice, which may include the relations between the state
and capital or the way in which accepted discourses implicitly privilege some groups and
disadvantage others. Writers on international environmental politics also share with their
counterparts, elsewhere in the discipline, a tendency to react to trends in world politics, a
parallelism with events and an inevitable concern with normative issues. This often, but not
always, extends to a common problematic — the question of how global governance is to be
achieved and, increasingly, to questions of environmental security.

The study of inter-state cooperation and regimes

At the beginning of serious consideration of the international dimension of environmental
problems, there was a prevailing academic focus upon international cooperation as a means
to their solution. As a well-known text of the early 1990s put it, the problematic was:

Can a fragmented and often highly conflictual political system made up of over 170
sovereign states and numerous other actors achieve the high (and historically unprece-
dented) levels of co-operation and policy co-ordination needed to manage envi-
ronmental problems on a global scale?

(Hurrell and Kingsbury 1992:1)

It is noteworthy that the necessity for international cooperation in the ‘management” of
the global environment and the primacy of state governments in this enterprise were
usually taken for granted. Equally, this view rested upon the assumption of international
anarchy and the need to provide some functional equivalent to a world government if
transboundary and global problems were to be addressed. A ‘liberal institutionalist’
approach came to dominate the field.

Those who studied the fast-developing network of multilateral environmental agree-
ments (MEAs), such as the Montreal Protocol of 1987, were intellectually indebted to work
that had been developed in the field of international political economy since the 1970s.’
This was readily adaptable to the emerging study of international environmental coopera-
tion. The approach utilised the concept of a regime, often attributed to a seminal article by
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Ruggie (1975) and developed and defined by Krasner (1983) and his collaborators, as a
means of describing and analysing international institutions. It is important to realise that
the term institution is here used in a sociological sense — as a pattern of human roles and
rules — rather than in the more established international usage that would term an organi-
sation, such as the World Bank, an institution. The regime concept was first deployed to
understand how ‘cooperation under anarchy” could occur in international economic rela-
tions, a specific case in point being provided by the travails of the world economy in the
1970s, when it appeared that an apparent loss of US hegemony, manifested by the ending
of the gold standard in 1971, would lead to the permanent unravelling of the international
monetary order. The argument was advanced that such regimes could survive ‘after
hegemony’ (Keohane 1984) because there were very good self-interested reasons for nations
to cooperate. Such cooperation, understood in regime terms, did not only rest upon the
existence of international legal rules and formal organisations (which, since the 1920s, had
been assiduously studied by IR specialists) but also upon sets of more intangible principles
and norms, which were the key characteristics of a regime — constituting, in effect, an
international level institution. The central task was to analyse such sets of “. . . principles,
norms, rules and decision-making procedures around which actors’ expectations converge
in a given area of international relations” (Krasner 1983:3) and then to comprehend the
circumstances under which regimes were created and subject to change.

This regime-centred liberal institutionalist” approach provided a readily available means
to comprehend the very rapid development of MEAs during the 1980s and 1990s when well
over a hundred such agreements were negotiated at both regional and global levels.
Managing the global environment posed many similar problems to those encountered in
stabilising the global economy. However, there were some significant differences. While
self-interested behaviour provides the dynamic for the operation of global markets, from
an environmental perspective it can lead to a ‘tragedy’ of the global commons. The global
commons are areas and resources that do not fall under the sovereign jurisdiction of any
state: the high seas, Antarctica, outer space and the atmosphere. If users pursue their own
short-term interests, and access to the commons is unrestricted and resources are finite,
then the probable result, according to Hardin (1968), would be ecological collapse and
general ruin. There are many sobering examples of such behaviour: the fate of whale and
fish stocks and the reckless pollution of the atmosphere and oceans. Extensive work on
local commons has demonstrated that the problem can be solved, either through privatisa-
tion (Hardin’s solution) or by some form of collective agreement amongst users (Ostrom
1990). At the global level, ‘privatisation’ has limited application (for example, in the
extension of Exclusive Economic Zones at sea) and there is, of course, no central govern-
ment to control and regulate access to the commons. It is here that regimes may provide
the necessary institutional equivalent to the kind of commons governance that is exercised
in a voluntary way at the local level (Vogler 2000).

It is also the case that, although the origins of regime thinking may lie elsewhere, its
elaboration and development have been heavily influenced by the work of those concerned
with international environmental cooperation (Young 1997, Underdal 1992). There have
also been attempts to build cumulative data on the characteristics of environmental regimes
(Young and Ziirn 2006, Pettenger 2014). Environmental regime creation was investigated in
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terms of established models for the resolution of collective action problems relying, in
particular, on game theoretical and micro-economic analysis. The use of such formal
models to analyse strategic behaviour and to account for cooperation has a long history in
IR (Schelling, 1960). The game of ‘prisoners’ dilemma’ has been particularly significant in
that it highlights the difficulties of cooperation, from which both parties might benefit,
under conditions of suspicion and imperfect information. If played on a ‘one off” basis, the
rational strategy is to avoid cooperation, but as Axelrod (1990) has demonstrated, if the
game is iterated, then parties will benefit from developing patterns of cooperation. It may
be argued, by analogy, that regimes can provide a stable institutionalised setting within
which governments can learn the benefits of cooperation. This important insight, encapsu-
lated in Young’s (1994) notion of ‘institutional bargaining’ and marking a sharp difference
from realist theorising, is the understanding that institutions matter in themselves and
serve to modify the behaviour of the governments that participate in them. Alongside
attempts to explain the formation of regimes, significant effort was also directed to an
understanding of regime effectiveness in solving transboundary and global environmental
problems (Victor et al. 1998, Andresen 2015). Less attention has been directed at how
regimes alter over their life-cycle as institutions, but there has been significant recent work
on how various environmental and other regimes affect each other in what has become
known as ‘institutional interplay’ (Young 2002) and how several may combine in a ‘regime
complex” (Keohane and Victor 2010).

The critique of regime analysis

At the genesis of regime thinking, Strange (1983) made the critical point that there really was
no such thing as a distinct theory of regimes, rather a re-use and re-direction of existing
approachesin IR theory. The realistaccount of international cooperation, termed ‘hegemonic
stability theory’, posited that it could only be sustained by the authority and dominance of a
hegemonic power. This was hardly an attractive proposition for students of environmental
politics, confronted with US abdication of its previous leading environmental role from the
1980s onwards (Falkner 2005), although it may retain some validity in discussions of whether
the climate change regime can progress without US engagement and leadership. Instead, as
we have seen, liberal institutionalism became the mainstream approach within which most
of the work on international environmental cooperation has been conducted. Institutions or
environmental regimes were seen as significant determinants of government behaviour and
sources of learning, leading to potential absolute gains for all concerned and, most signifi-
cantly, to the joint management of a shared vulnerability to environmental change.

Yet it is also true that there have been more recent theoretical departures that would not
fit with Strange’s assertion. Again, none are necessarily specific to the study of international
environmental cooperation. Realists and liberals share a rational actor model which tends
towards fixed assumptions on the motivation of states. Indeed, the difference between the
two schools of thought can perhaps be narrowed down to a dispute over whether gains are
seen to be relative or absolute. In the realist world view, there is always a struggle for power,
only achievable at the expense of others, while for those of a more liberal inclination, states
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pursue their interests, which can often be realised through cooperation that serves to increase
joint benefits. Game theorists characterise these two positions in terms of zero sum’ con-
flict games or ‘positive sum’ cooperative gains. Other scholars have challenged the often
unspoken assumptions that constrain this classic debate. They point out that interests are
not ‘given’ and cannot be assumed as the basis of rational policy strategies. Instead, they are
subject to those shifting perceptions of reality held by political actors. This is often described
as a ‘cognitivist” position because the crucial variable is seen to be knowledge. Thus, regime
change and development are not solely explicable in terms of the calculus of power and
interests within an institutional setting. Here, attention has been directed towards the
important interface between scientists and policy-makers where, for example in an influen-
tial account by Haas (1990), knowledge based, transnational epistemic communities deter-
mined the way in which the Mediterranean anti-pollution regime was constructed. In
another important study, Litfin (1994) considered the discourses suffusing the complex
relationships between scientific advice and policy-making that conditioned the negotiation
of the 1987 Montreal Protocol on the restoration of the stratospheric ozone layer.

These ‘cognitivist” approaches reflect a broader trend in IR theorising that rejects strict
positivistic social science explanation in favour of understanding based upon the analysis of
discourse and meaning (Ruggie 1998). ‘Post-structuralist” scholarship, frequently based
upon the influential ideas of French theorist Michel Foucault, denies that the physical world
has any inherent meaning and emphasises the power relations embedded in dominant
forms of socialisation and discourse. It has its adherents amongst those who study ‘govern-
mentality’ and environmental issues (Epstein 2008, Death 2010, Stripple and Bulkeley
2014). A related application is to be found under the heading of ‘constructivism’. Wendt
(1992) famously made the point that international anarchy was not an objective condition
but ‘what states make of it". This constructivist view appeared to challenge rational choice
accounts of state behaviour, although Wendt (1999) and other writers have attempted to
argue that it can be married to existing types of explanation in IR.* Constructivism has
great potential for the study of international environmental cooperation because it is
centrally concerned with the evolution of norms of behaviour, the identity of actors such
as the European Union (EU) and questions of compliance (Bernstein 2001, Vogler 2003,
Stevenson 2012). Potentially, it can surmount a key theoretical contradiction in regime
analysis which, simply stated, is that while regimes are made up of a sets of norms,
principles and rules which are essentially social constructs, regime analysts have applied the
positivistic methods of social science to them. In more formal terms, there is a clash
between the ontological status of regimes and the epistemology of those who study them.
On the other hand, a wholesale adoption of a constructivist or “post-positivist’ approach
would have to grapple with the point that environmental regimes are predicated upon
what Searle (1995) has called the ‘brute’ physical facts of nature, such as deforestation or
climate change, that exist independently of our observations. We may construct and inter-
pret them in many ways, but the most authoritative and useful, in terms of bringing about
the physical changes upon which human survival depends, must remain the method of
positivistic natural science. Perhaps a distinctive feature of the study of international envi-
ronmental politics is that it raises such fundamental questions in starker terms than in other
areas of IR.
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Global governance

As discussed by Hickmann and Lederer in Chapter 3, globalization can mean many things,
but in essence it represents a move away from a world divided into distinctly separate
national economies and societies, presided over by sovereign state authorities, towards
economic and perhaps even social systems that transcend national boundaries and, by some
accounts, operate on a global basis. One of the clearest examples is provided by the evident
integration of what were national and regional financial markets into what now appears to
be one single, tightly interconnected, world system. Something similar has occurred with
production processes that are now seen to be globally distributed, although such globalisa-
tion remains patchy, with some sectors, such as agriculture, still subject to extensive national
control and protection. Although such processes of globalisation were accelerated by the
ending of the Cold War, they have been evident over a long period, and IR scholars
responded to such trends by considering the threat that they posed to the prevailing
“Westphalian® order of nation states. Burton (1972), for example, proposed a “‘world society’
model of a complex overlapping ‘cobweb’ of human systems that was radically different
from the orthodox international political conception of state-to-state interaction. Transna-
tional processes were analysed linking the international and the local as well as the
emergence of a whole variety of supposedly new actors’ (Keohane and Nye 1972, 1977,
Mansbach et al. 1976, Rosenau 1980). Such a pluralist view of international politics included
international organisations, the European Union and, most prominently, transnational
business corporations and Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs). If these new types
of actor did not supplant the state, they might certainly rival it and provide alternative and
appropriate forms of ‘global governance’ over phenomena that seemed to have outrun the
capabilities of states. There was, too, an element of wishful thinking. This harked back to
an idealist ‘world government’ tradition whereby nation states would be replaced by a less
war-prone and more rational form of political organisation. Much of the discussion of
NGOs and the possible emergence of a ‘global civil society” has this normative dimension,
described by Lucy Ford in the following chapter of this book.

Environmental degradation is often transnational in character and intimately associated
with the processes of economic globalisation, although the relationship between growth,
increases in trade and adverse environmental impacts remains a matter of academic
dispute. Nonetheless, students of international environmental politics had good reason to
pursue some of the trends in IR outlined above. Dissatisfaction with the environmental
performance of governments and inter-state institutions was typified by the disappoint-
ments of the ‘Rio process’, where so many of the promises made at the 1992 Earth Summit
failed to be realised and progress with the newly established climate and biodiversity
regimes proved to be agonisingly slow. In particular, NGOs, many of which had achieved
great prominence through their environmental actions, seemed to provide not only a
significant focus for empirical study (Princen and Finger 1994, Newell 2000) but also a
virtuous alternative to the self-interested machinations of state governments. There was
also the empirical observation that non-state actors, whether regional entities such as
the EU, transnationally organised NGOs or the private business sector, were playing
an increasing part in environmental politics. Thus, for example, NGOs had a significant
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role in transmitting local protest at environmental destruction to the international level
(Wapner 1996, Willetts 2008).

Although government spokespersons increasingly acknowledge ‘multi-stakeholder’
involvement, it is often the case that when they speak of ‘global governance’ they frequently
mean no more than a rearrangement of existing international agencies. The long debate
over whether the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) should be promoted
from the status of a UN Programme to that of an independent specialised agency, and
whether there should be an over-arching world environmental organisation, provides a case
in point. This is far from what is understood by the term in academic discourse (Lederer
2015). The whole point of using the term ‘governance’, rather than the more orthodox
‘government’, is to capture the idea that, in an increasingly globalised system, many of the
control functions traditionally the preserve of nation states have been transferred elsewhere
(Paterson et al. 2003). Thus, global governance theorising breaks with the state-centric
focus of the regime analysts and puts NGOs or private actors at the centre of its analysis
(Pattberg 2007). As demonstrated by the development of privately based rules on forest
products, they can provide governance for sustainability where states have failed to engage
in effective international cooperation (see Humphreys, Chapter 13). The prolonged failure
of formal international cooperation under the United Nations Framework Convention on
Climate Change (UNFCCC) to produce an effective climate change regime, from the
Kyoto Protocol of 1997 through to the outline of future action under the 2015 Paris
Agreement, stimulated a mass of both theoretical and empirical work on the transnational
and private alternatives (Abbott 2012, Andonova et al. 2009, Bulkeley et al. 2014). Transna-
tionally linked cities, subnational initiatives and business schemes for carbon reporting and
reduction were all part of the policy mix. The involvement of so many different entities at
different scales led to an inevitable institutional fragmentation (Biermann et al. 2009), rais-
ing the question not so much of whether global governance or international action pro-
vided the more effective response to climate change, but how they might usefully fit
together.

Radical ecopolitics

Realism and liberalism never entirely monopolised the study of international relations.
There were always other more radical approaches in the sense that they refused to accept
the prevailing order of nation states and market-based economies that provided the axioms
upon which the dominant approaches in the field were founded. In the early twentieth
century, radical approaches to IR often had a basis in Marxist historical materialism and the
understanding that the state had an essentially class nature; Lenin referred to it as the “exec-
utive commiittee of the bourgeoisie’. It followed that international conflicts arose from the
contradictions within the world capitalist system. Thus, Lenin (1916 & 1965) explained the
First World War as a conflict arising not from inter-state anarchy and the breakdown of
the balance of power system, but from clashing imperialisms driven by the imperatives of
capitalist accumulation and, in particular, a declining rate of return on investments. Other
theorists in the Marxist tradition provided explanations similarly based upon the various
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crises of capitalism, notably under-consumption, to which states were bound to respond,
often by engaging in aggressive behaviour. Marxist approaches to international relations
have been further developed in the study of Global Political Economy. Here, the focus has
been on the underlying dynamics of capitalist accumulation in the world system and the
patterns of dominance and dependency that arise — notably in North—South relations. Such
dependency is not simply based upon disparities in the ownership and control of material
wealth, but also operates in the realm of ideas. Thus, Marxists who have developed the
ideas of the Italian theorist Antonio Gramsci on hegemony have been able to make some
connection with those, like the constructivists, who prioritise the role of discourse and
‘ideational’ factors.

The environmental problematic was not a central concern of twentieth century Marxist
scholars of IR. Advocating class-based revolution as the necessary basis for a new and fairer
international order, they would have been hard put to establish that socialist societies were
also environmentally virtuous societies. While there was ample evidence that the growth
trajectory of the capitalist world gave rise to massive resource exploitation and ecological
damage, this was rivalled by the malign environmental consequences of the policies
pursued by the Soviet Union and other avowedly socialist states. Nonetheless, as environ-
mental issues have risen to prominence, Marxist scholars have found that their fundamental
critique of capitalist accumulation does provide a powerful means of analysing the intercon-
nected crisis of the world economy and environment (Newell and Paterson 2010). Various
frameworks, including a neo-Gramscian one, can be deployed to understand how firms
come to dominate an issue area such as forestry, biodiversity and biosafety (Levy and
Newell 2005; Vadrot, Chapter 11). In this, market-based globalisation is the driver of
degradation and states (acting as the agents of capital) are regarded as part of the problem
rather than, as in mainstream work, the solution (Vogler 2005). It follows that the global
ecological crisis cannot be regarded as a “collective action problem’ between states and that
international regimes are ‘epiphenomenal’ in the sense that they merely give the impres-
sion that something is being achieved without affecting the underlying operations of global
capitalism.

This rejection of the significance of the state and the whole enterprise of inter-state
cooperation in the solution of environmental problems represents a fundamental attack
upon mainstream international relations theorising. Nor is such a critical approach exclu-
sive to those who fully subscribe to Marxist ideas and historical materialism. There are
many other types of radical scholarship that also insist that the roots of the problem cannot
be addressed through the encouragement and development of international environmental
cooperation. The feminist critique of existing IR theory seeks to expose the gender bias
inherent both in the state system and even those NGOs and other actors associated with
global environmental governance. This fundamental critique both relocates the sources of
the problem and challenges mainstream approaches to environmental management
(Bretherton 1998). Other writers (Laferriére and Stoett 1999, Saurin 1996) have been
inspired by ideas derived from radical green political thought. With these approaches, the
study of global environmental politics has moved a long way from the mainstream
preoccupation with inter-state institutions. Kiitting (2004), for example, delves into
production and supply chains in the global economy that give rise to complex interactions
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at local and global levels, linking environment with development and thus providing the
drivers of both economic growth and degradation. Possibly, this may help us to understand
that the politics of the global environment have always depended not only upon the earnest
attempts of developed country reformers to institute regimes for conservation, but
critically upon the urgent demands of the global South for development and redistribution.

The return to security

The achievement of security in a disorderly and anarchic system has historically been
regarded as the overriding concern of IR theory, as outlined by Hughes in Chapter 4.
While the IR theory of the environment built upon the tradition of the study of interna-
tional cooperation, it did not initially engage with questions of war and peace. These were
implicitly understood to be separate from the concerns of students of environmental
politics, except perhaps when it came to the environmental consequences of the nuclear
arms race and the possibility, much debated in the 1980s, of a ‘nuclear winter’ following an
‘exchange” between the United States and the Soviet Union. In retrospect, it may seem
strange that such a central concept as security was not subject to critical interrogation in
the IR literature during most of the Cold War period. This may well have been because the
threat of a collision between two nuclear armed superpowers was such an evident possibility
that fear of the consequences of their involvement tended to prevent, or limit the extent of,
other violent conflicts, at least in Europe. Security continued to be defined as the security
of the state and to be assessed in terms of its ability to ward off armed incursions across its
frontiers.

In the 1980s, this neglect of the theorisation of security began to change. Buzan (1983)
made important distinctions between the referent objects of security. Whereas the ortho-
dox referent object was the state, one could now also speak of ‘societal security’ or even
‘environmental security’. In some officially sponsored accounts, a focus on the security of
the state and its borders was replaced with a new concept of ‘human security’ (UNDP
1994). This multi-dimensional idea comprised a range of threats against which human
beings should be secured. They included hunger, poor health, physical violence and the
destruction of the physical environment. In the academic world, ‘critical security studies’
burgeoned and connections were made between security and emancipation (Booth 1991).
The so-called ‘Copenhagen School” adopted a constructivist inspired approach in which
what mattered was the attribution of the security label to an issue by means of a ‘speech
act’ (Buzan et al. 1998). ‘Securitising” an issue involved raising its political profile and, in the
wake of the ending of the Cold War, there were numerous examples of such activities
relating to the environment. For activists, portraying environmental problems in terms of
their link to national security had the advantage of raising their political salience and,
accordingly, the amount of public expenditure likely to be dedicated to them. ‘Security’
threats are usually judged by publics to have sufficient gravity and urgency to give them
priority over other calls upon governmental expenditure. At the same time, military estab-
lishments were under (what turned out to be) the mistaken impression that the ending
of the Cold War would yield a “peace dividend” under which major cuts in military
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expenditure would be sought. Environmental conservation was argued to provide a new
and alternative role for the military, and organisations like NATO (the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization) began to discover a whole range of alternative threats to security,
including environmental degradation. As Deudney (1990) pointed out at the time, there
remained a profound antipathy between the methods and mindset of military establish-
ments and those of the environmental movement; thus, those who engaged with the secu-
ritisation and militarisation of the environment did so at their peril.

At this point, it is important to make a crucial distinction. Scholarly work on environ-
mental security falls into two broad categories. On the one hand, there is the question of
how environmental change and degradation relate to violent conflict and the integrity of
the state and its territory — the orthodox concerns of strategic studies and IR. As with the
activity by military establishments referred to above, this merely extends existing ideas of
security by adding a range of new triggers for violent conflict and corresponding analysis
and action by the armed forces. The other category has more radical implications because,
by incorporating the environment problematic, it seeks to redefine the very meaning of
security. Itis essentially part of the critical and human security movements discussed above.
Thus, the referent object of security ceases to be the state but becomes the survival of the
biosphere. It is in this sense that reference is made, for example, to climate security. While
the first category fits in well with established realist thinking and the concerns of
policy-making elites, merely adding a new area of state security concern, the latter is firmly
embedded in critical approaches to IR and connects with the radical ecopolitics discussed
above.

The ending of the Cold War and the rising international profile of global scale environ-
mental issues, as evidenced by the signing of the climate change and desertification
conventions at Rio in 1992, helped to focus policy and academic attention on their potential
to provoke conflict. In the longer term, this may be regarded as a concern, dating back to
the gloomy predictions of Thomas Malthus in the nineteenth century, with the problems
of over-population resource scarcity and social collapse. It was, also, very much a developed
world perspective in that, faced with these challenges, ‘state failure” in the South might lead
to a variety of undesirable consequences in the North, including terrorist attacks, migra-
tion pressure and the interruption of supplies of raw materials. Accordingly, substantial and
well-funded academic effort was directed from the 1990s towards an empirical investigation
of the connections between environmental degradation and armed conflict. Such research
was generally framed within the orthodox concerns of realist IR. ‘Environmental security’
was defined in terms of managing threats to the integrity of the state and its territory and
the preservation of international stability in the face, for example, of the ill-understood
consequences of climate change and desertification in Africa.

Extensive work in this area was undertaken by Homer-Dixon (1991, 1999) and his collab-
orators. They developed and attempted to test three hypotheses on environmental change,
scarcity and conflict. War and insurrection could arise from struggles over diminishing
resources brought about by environmental degradation in ways that would be instantly
recognised by realist students of international conflict. Alternatively, the loss of livelihood
occasioned by ecological collapse could force large scale population movements and armed
confrontation over territory. Finally, internal insurrection and the collapse of the fragile
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institutions found in the developing world might also be triggered, leading to the transna-
tional spread of conflict and intervention. Causal chains were complex and uncertain but it
did become clear that many current conflicts had their origins in a morass of poverty,
under-development, ethnic hatred and ecological collapse. However, the findings of the
research were that there was no clear and direct relationship between environmental
change and conflict (Barnett 2001, Gleditsch 1998). In another important study by Baechler
(1999), environmental change was seen as just one component of a syndrome of ‘maldevel-
opment’ in which the developed North and its practices were deeply implicated.

The uncertainties thrown up by these empirical studies did not prevent policy-makers
from commissioning work that attempted to provide practical guidance to political and
military elites on the management and, indeed, prosecution of environmentally induced
conflicts. In the late 1990s, for instance, NATO produced a study (Lietzmann and Vest 1999)
that attempted to identify a set of syndromes and early warning indicators that would alert
decision-makers to potential conflicts. Also, as the scientific evidence for climate change
became more and more convincing in the first years of the twenty first century, military
analysts began to prepare scenarios for national security policy in the context of a radically
altered world (Schwartz and Randall 2003). Environmental change was conceptualised as a
‘threat multiplier’, but still in a fairly orthodox way. Events in the Arctic as the ice receded,
and national claims to territory and control of the North West Passage, provide a graphic
illustration (European Council 2008).

Of much greater theoretical significance was the re-evaluation of the key concept of
security that was proceeding elsewhere in the discipline. In fact, as Swatuk (2006: 216)
observes, ‘almost as soon as the “environment” appeared on the policy map of state security
apparatuses, dissenting and critical voices could be heard questioning the appropriateness
of linking environmental issues to (national) security practices’. By detaching the concept
from the referent object of the state and its territory, space was opened up to consider
whether environmental issues should not just be an extension of security, but part of a
wholesale reconfiguration in which it was possible to think about environmental questions
as security issues in their own right (Lautensach and Lautensach 2014). Such thinking takes
a holistic view of natural and human systems and is fully aware that pre-existing security
debates, even when they take the environment into account, are constructed in such a way
as to privilege the interests of the powerful and the “developed’. The dire systemic conse-
quences of climate change may be regarded as so devastating that they replace inter-state
war as the principal problematic facing the international system.

This analysis is not confined to radical scholars. Elements of it have entered mainstream
discourse. For example, after the attacks on the World Trade Center in 2001, security issues
tended to be narrowly defined in US and European policy-making circles as involving
‘terrorism, failed states and weapons of mass destruction’. However, this was soon
challenged by assertions that, in fact, in terms of the potential for destruction and loss of
human life, climate change represented a greater threat than terrorism (King 2004). Followers
of the Copenhagen School would recognise a securitisation move here, with interested
parties attempting to divert resources away from the ‘war on terror’ to the mitigation of,
and adaptation to, the effects of climate change. Much of this may simply have been
rhetoric, but it was surely of some significance that climate security was placed on the
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agenda of the UN Security Council in April 2007 and again in 2011. Were this to become
widely accepted, it would denote not so much a ‘return to security’ issues but a
thoroughgoing redefinition of what it means to be secure — with the most profound
implications for the study of IR. As Corry and Stevenson (2017) argue, this may imply that
‘the environment’ is no longer simply an issue taken up or neglected by various IR
approaches, but is becoming ‘constitutive of IR as an academic field’.

Conclusion

This chapter has described the ways in which the study of international environmental
politics has evolved within the discipline of IR. Initially, it was a relatively marginal concern,
but ‘real world’ developments forced the environment on to the academic agenda. Inevita-
bly, existing theories and approaches were deployed in the study of the novel problems of
transboundary pollution and global environmental change, but environmental specialists
were soon making their own distinct contributions in regime analysis, in the study of
non-state actors and in the redefinition of the central concept of security.

In order to make sense of this, and to think through the ways in which the various
theoretical approaches converge or contrast, it may be useful to ask four, often highly
inter-related, questions that are relevant to any form of IR theorising. They are:

e What is the purpose of theory?

e What are the underlying theoretical assumptions, both ontological (those things that
are believed to exist) and epistemological (how we may know about them).

e What s the role and significance of the state?

e What is the problem that we should seek to address?

Theories may simply be regarded as attempts to make explanatory generalisations about
phenomena, following the example of the natural sciences (positivism). Such theorising
often has a political agenda, other than enquiry for its own sake. Scientific investigation is
directed to the solution of problems. This would provide a fairly accurate description of
much of the work in international environmental politics that addresses the circumstances
under which regimes may be built and developed. As we have seen, many other approaches
in the field have a distinctly different critical approach which may be subversive rather than
‘problem solving’. Radical ecopolitics has this characteristic, but it is always worth remem-
bering that such distinctions have a long pedigree. Thus, after the First World War, some
theorists were concerned with reform and institution building while others, on the political
left, sought the establishment of world peace through the overthrow of the prevailing
economic and social order.

It is also necessary to tease out the assumptions that guide theoretical work. Mainstream
regime analysis, and indeed the bulk of realist and liberal theorising, is predicated on a
model of human action: that people, or indeed states, are assumed to make rational choices
amongst alternative courses of action in terms of a set of relatively fixed interests or
preferences. As we have seen, a critical distinction between realist and liberal thinkers is
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whether the negotiation of these preferences leads to essentially conflictual or cooperative
outcomes. Liberal institutionalism is founded upon the latter view. Quite different are those
who adopt a constructivist approach. In their view, preferences are never fixed but always
subject to change and this, rather than the distribution of power or the conjunction of
interests, provides the key to obtaining international cooperation on environmental issues.
A critical question is whether discourse or constructivist analysis can be combined with
rational choice accounts or whether they have fundamentally different epistemologies.
There are some interesting questions for environmental scholarship here because of the
significance of natural science for policy-making alongside the socially constructed nature
of the norms of behaviour that are the essential characteristic of regimes.

IR in general, and the definition of security in particular, has prioritised the state. While
regime theorists continue to focus upon inter-state cooperation, much of the most innova-
tive work in environmental politics has challenged its supremacy. In particular, the study of
global environmental governance has focussed upon the advocacy and regulatory activities
of non-state entities. There is a sense that the state, far from being regarded as part of the
solution to global environmental degradation, is itself a major part of the problem. Analysts
adopting the standpoint of radical ecopolitics would have no dispute with this characterisa-
tion of the state. Although the tendency amongst environmental activists and green
theorists has been to distrust the state and to seek alternative forms of governance, there is
now a growing realisation that, in any time frame that is relevant to the solution of pressing
environmental problems, the state cannot be excluded. Critical questions, not least for the
future of inter-state environmental regimes, are whether it is possible to ‘green’ the state
(Eckersley 2004) and whether inter-state environmental cooperation can be an ecologically
relevant activity (Vogler 2005, 2016).

A theme of this chapter has been that, whereas theories of IR and the growth of the
discipline were predicated upon the problem of war and insecurity, in a conception that
excluded environmental issues, the latter have become an integral part of a contempo-
rary redefinition of security. The ending of the Cold War, the advance of globalisation
and a growing understanding of the magnitude of the threat to human existence posed
by global environmental change have led to a perceptible shift in the definition of secu-
rity and hence the problem that policy-makers and IR theorists feel called to address.
Environmental change is recognised as a significant driver of contemporary conflicts
which in themselves are very different from the large scale inter-state warfare that pro-
vided the impetus for early realist and liberal internationalist writing. But, more than
this, the stability of the climate and the survival of ecosystems have, in some ways,
replaced the integrity of the state as that which is to be secured in a world system that is
far removed from that confronting international theorists in the first half of the twenti-
eth century.

Notes

1 Despite the magnitude of the problem of climate change and the increasing salience of environ-
mental and resource issues at high level international meetings such as the G7 or G20, it is evident
that such issues still have a relatively marginal status in the textbooks.
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2 A major exception was provided by the work of Sprout and Sprout (1971). Currently, the concept
of ‘geopolitics’ is often used merely as a synonym for world or international power politics. Here,
it is used in its classical sense of the physical determinants of foreign policy and inter-state
conflict.

3 A rather similar process may be observed in the way in which the very substantial work on
monitoring and verification, which had arisen in response to the need for arms control during the
Cold War, was adapted to meet the requirement to ensure the implementation of international
agreements.

4 For an accessible treatment of this issue and refutation of Wendt’s argument that rational choice
and constructivist approaches can be combined in IR, see Smith and Owens (2008).
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global environmental
politics’

Lucy Ford

Introduction

After a month long campaign by indigenous and environmental activists to prevent an
access pipeline from being drilled under the Missouri River in North Dakota, the Army
Corp of Engineers refused the permit on 4 December 2016, handing initial victory to the
protesters (Wong 2016). Commenting on this success, Shannon Jackson, Executive
Director of Our Revolution, a movement to reclaim democracy in the United States,
stated:

Today’s decision clearly demonstrates the power of the political revolution. When
people come together from all walks of life — veterans, Native Americans, environmen-
talists, farmers, young and old — to protect the health of our planet and generations
to come, there is nothing we cannot accomplish. This victory sends a clear signal to
those at the top: we are united and not giving up. We will continue to stand together
and expect the decisions made by our government to benefit all of us, not just the
rich and corporations.

(Our Revolution 2016)

Not two months later, on 24 January 2017, US president Donald Trump overturned the
verdict of the experts and ignored the voices of the water protectors by signing the executive
order to approve the pipeline, demonstrating support for the fossil fuel industry (Eilperin
and Dennis 2017). At this time, Trump also hinted at his intention to withdraw from the
Paris Climate Agreement.
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Across the ocean in Europe, water and earth protectors are resisting the first fracking
site in Lancashire, UK, after successful local government opposition to Cuadrilla’s applica-
tion to drill for shale gas was overruled by the UK central government (Ambrose 2017)
(Figure 2.1).

Environmental politics, whether national or international, it would seem then, still lies
in the hands of the state, much in line with traditional, state-centric realist international
relations (IR) theory. And yet, clearly, other actors have influenced these processes, from the
water protectors attempting to halt projects to the gas and oil companies successfully
lobbying governments to go ahead.

Liberal and critical approaches to IR want to highlight that beyond the realm of
inter-state politics there is an array of actors, such as transnational social movements,
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) or transnational corporations (TNCs), some-
times collectively referred to as non-state actors, transnational actors or civil society actors,
that have a bearing on politics and political outcomes. Questions about ‘who acts and how’
are fundamentally about what constitutes ‘the political” in global environmental politics.

This chapter is concerned with transnational actors in global environmental politics.
The first section of the chapter starts by locating transnational actors in IR, defining more
clearly some of the key concepts and how these have evolved over time, and how they
relate to developments within the discipline of IR. It further provides some conceptual
tools for analyzing the role of transnational actors in global environmental politics, includ-
ing contested theoretical approaches and challenges to explaining their significance. In par-
ticular, it analyzes the sphere of global civil society, where transnational actors are said to
be located. The second section then focuses on a variety of transnational actors, including
transnational environmental movements, NGOs and transnational corporate actors. It asks
what motivates them and how they act and engage in global environmental politics.

Figure 2.1 ‘Women'’s Call for Calm’ 15 minute silence at the site entrance at the Preston New
Road Cuadrilla fracking site, Lancashire, 12 July 2017. Photo courtesy of Peter Yankowski.
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Locating transnational actors in international relations

The discipline of IR is notorious for its confusing variety of concepts that are sometimes
used interchangeably and sometimes mean different things. So, for example, while Interna-
tional Relations in its origin was concerned with analyzing the international relations
between nation-states as well as their interactions with international organizations such as
the UN (United Nations) or NATO (North Atlantic Treaty Organization), more recent
scholars now often understand International Relations to be about social, economic, cul-
tural or political interactions across the globe. They might want to talk about transnational
politics, world politics, global politics or indeed global political economy. Similarly, the
term non-state actor can be confusing. Although strictly it appears to be referring to any
actor that is not a state or government, the boundaries between what constitutes state and
non-state are not always clear. For example, the UN might be seen as a non-state actor in
that it stands alone as an institution. However, it is clearly an international — indeed
intergovernmental — organization and a channel through which states (and other actors)
operate. The UN claims moral authority over world politics. It is, as it were, the closest
body to a world government. Some would argue that international organizations, such as
the UN, the World Bank, the IMF or the WTO, embody a quasi world state that holds a lot
of power to direct world affairs (see, for example, Shaw 2000).

However, there are many non-state actors who contest this concentrated global power.
Non-state actors championing a particular issue, such as the environment, are challenging
nation-states and, by extension, inter-state organizations — claiming they are failing to solve
global issues. Their aim is to contest the agenda, to point out where these institutions are
failing, to promote reform of these institutions, to work with these organizations, some-
times bypassing the nation-state, and sometimes even calling for these organizations to be
abolished, as seen, for example, in the “‘WTO - Shrink or Sink’ campaign, organized and
signed by a transnational, heterogeneous collection of networks, associations and NGOs,
self-defined as transnational civil society (see, for example, TWN, no date). When defining
transnational actors, then, we are referring to all those non-state actors, such as TNCs,
NGOs or social movements, that operate across the globe and form part of global politics.
They are neither states nor international organizations, but they act alongside them, some-
times collaborating with and sometimes challenging them, and at other times ignoring
them altogether.

The evolution of some of the key concepts to do with understanding transnational
actors can usefully be related to the historical development of the discipline of IR in
general and global environmental politics in particular. Within IR, the study of transna-
tional actors came to the fore during the 1970s with the theoretical developments of
pluralism and complex interdependence (Keohane and Nye 1977). Out of this developed
the study of international regime theory, which focuses on the importance of institutions
and shared norms amongst actors (see Vogler, Chapter 1). The emphasis in this body of
literature is on the effectiveness of international institutions that deal with transboundary
issues and the institutional settings and arrangements as well as power structures
that enable or constrain international cooperation. In the field of the environment, this
literature looks particularly at international environmental regimes, or Multilateral
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Environmental Agreements (MEAs) as they are most often referred to. While much of
regime theory stands accused of state-centrism, there is within this school of thought
acknowledgement of the role of non-state actors, known as epistemic communities. They
are transnational networks of knowledge-based experts from the world of science, NGOs
or business that contribute expertise to the policy-making process in particular issue areas,
such as the environment, trade or security, which fosters institutional and wider institu-
tional learning (for example Vogler 2003).

From international regimes to global governance

The analytical framework of international regimes has tended to be replaced by that of
global governance. The concept of governance has become prominent in IR since the end
of the Cold War. No longer was the world seen as divided into a simple bi-polar system
maintaining international order. A lot of the literature has focused on how processes of
globalization are generating a more complex, multi-level world political system which
implicitly challenges the old Westphalian assumptions about the nation-state. Questions
about how to govern the new world order have become prominent, not least in relation to
transboundary issues, such as environmental degradation. Governance as a concept is dis-
tinguished from government. A government is backed by formal authority; by police pow-
ers to ensure implementation of policies. Governance, on the other hand, is more
encompassing than government, including institutions as well as non-governmental mech-
anisms. Held and McGrew (2003: 8) describe governance as

[TThe structures and processes of governing beyond the state where there exists no
supreme or singular political authority . . . it constitutes a broad analytical approach
to addressing the central questions of political life under conditions of globalization,
namely: who rules, in whose interests, by what mechanisms and for what purposes?

It is thus a vision of a global institutional architecture that is multilayered, pluralistic and
structurally complex, with national governments still acting as strategic sites for enmeshing
global governance. The shift from regimes to governance is also visible in global environ-
mental politics, and much of the literature now talks about global environmental gover-
nance as the sphere of global environmental politics (Lipschutz and Mayer 1996; Paterson
et al. 2003). A move away from state-centric analysis has also occurred, with the focus on
analyzing transnational environmental movements and NGOs as well as TNCs as actors in
global environmental politics (see, for example, Princen and Finger 1994; Lipschutz and
Mayer 1996; Wapner 1996; 1997; Keck and Sikkink 1998). More recently, the co-creation of
global environmental governance between state and non-state actors has been described as
‘hybrid multilateralism’ (Bickstrand et al. 2017).

There are a variety of theoretical approaches to global governance. The universalizing
liberal language of global governance, as seen, for example, in the Report of the UN Com-
mission for Global Governance (UNCGG), Our Global Neighbourhood, claims we are enter-
ing a new era of democratization, economic transformation, multilateralism and collective
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responsibility (UNCGG 1995: 1). While international governance was once played out in
intergovernmental relationships, Our Global Neighbourhood claims this new global era is
marked by the involvement of NGOs, citizens” movements, TNCs, and the global market
alongside states and intergovernmental organizations (UNCGG 1995: 3). In the liberal
academic literature, too, this inclusion of transnational actors in the policy-making process
is what is perceived to be new about global governance (Young 1997).

Increasing transnational activism is attributed to the perceived powerlessness of the
state in a globalizing world, particularly when it comes to so-called global issues, such as
environmental degradation. Alongside the forces of globalization, pressure from grass-
roots movements is seen as a challenge to the power and authority of states (UNCGG
1995: 10-11). The response, according to the report, is for the states-system — organized
around a reinvigorated UN — to welcome these challenges in the form of a widened global
governance. Non-governmental actors, according to the report, have brought about a
‘global associational revolution’ (1995: 253) consisting of ‘a multitude of institutions, vol-
untary associations, and networks . . . [which] channel the interests and energies of many
communities outside government, from business and the professions to individuals’
(UNCGG 1995: 32).

Alongside NGOs, global business is considered to be an ‘even more clearly identifiable
sector with a role in global governance’ (UNCGG 1995: 255). Business is seen as being ‘in
the forefront of “futures” research, mapping out long-range global scenarios and assessing
their implications for corporate responsibility’, following the lead of the Business Council
on Sustainable Development (BCSD), which is ‘illustrative of this new role’ (Ibid). In this
liberal, pluralist account, this wide range of non-governmental actors is seen as standing
alongside states. Moreover, it is seen as enabling the democratization of global governance.

Critics of the liberal discourse caution that there is a danger of overemphasizing the
diffusion, or even loss, of state power. The importance and centrality of state sovereignty
do not disappear. The key institutions remain inter-governmental ones. Despite claims that
environmental issues, because of their global nature, challenge the sovereign, interstate
system, and despite claims to be creating some global civil space, the political framework of
the liberal global political economy has not fundamentally altered. While states may appear
to have lost autonomy, juridically their claim to sovereignty is not undermined (Paterson
1997:175). Critical voices in the global governance debate draw connections to Foucauldian
and neo-Gramscian discourse. Here, global governance does not mark the retreat of the
state, but rather the ultimate form of government rationality or, as Foucault termed it,
‘governmentality’, the “‘unspoken rationality of neoliberal globalization” (Douglas 2000:
116). Neo-Gramscians similarly liken global governance to a strategy of global capitalist
hegemony, a process of institutionalization that stabilizes and perpetuates world order
(Cox 1981: 136; Ford 2003: 122). In these views, global environmental governance is not so
much about managing global environmental problems as about perpetuating dominant
capitalist structures and practices. Yet again, other writers, recognising the complexity and
diversity of global environmental governance, highlight the role of networks amongst a
range of actors, deploying Social Network Analysis (SNA) to identify the complex structures
of networks and how they might enable information flow, coordination and cooperation
(Paterson 2016).
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The space of global civil society

Within the literature on global governance, transnational actors are often said to be located
within the sphere of global civil society. The concept of civil society itself is an old and
complex one that has seen shifts over time in its boundaries with state and market, also
varying theoretically from liberal to critical positions. However, as some authors have
pointed out, there are problems with constructing bounded spheres due to the often trans-
national dimension of social relations (Shaw 1994). The extrapolation of civil society to
global civil society is open to different interpretations. Predominantly, it is claimed that
changing circumstances under conditions of globalization have affected non-state actors
and the way they organize, as well as who and what they target. The sphere in which they
are said to be operating has also become globalized. If national social movements were
located in civil society, now transnational and global social movement activism is growing
in a sphere of global civil society (see, for example, Shaw 1994; Lipschutz and Mayer 1996).

The term global civil society is now widely used amongst social movements, NGOs,
business as well as government representatives and the institutions of global governance.
It is actively shaping a political sphere and creating new transnational political identities and
subjects (Drainville 2004). Some writers see global civil society as consisting of ‘self-conscious
constructions of networks of knowledge and action, by decentred local actors, that cross
the reified boundaries of space as though they were not there’ with the aim ‘to reconstruct,
re-imagine, or re-map world politics” (Lipschutz 1992: 390). In his view, global civil society
is a parallel sphere that seeks to bypass the state-system and construct ‘new political spaces’
(1992: 393).

This leads to questions about what the sphere of global civil society adds to our analysis
of transnational actors. Different theoretical viewpoints have different takes on the meaning
and importance of global governance and global civil society.

The dominant liberal view, as depicted in documents such as Our Global Neighbourhood,
envisages a pluralistic, relatively harmonious, emancipatory political sphere (see also
Lipschutz and Mayer 1996; Wapner 1997; Kaldor 2003). Liberals refer to it as that ‘domain
that exists above the individual and below the state but also across state boundaries, where
people voluntarily organize themselves to pursue various aims’ (Wapner 1997: 66). In this
view, global governance is constituted by the addition of global civil society to international
society, made up of both NGOs and business actors. It is portrayed as a space of ‘civility’
and not a potential site for conflicting interests.

On the other hand, traditional IR theorists are sceptical about the importance of global
governance or global civil society (for example Grieco and Ikenberry 2003). They see any
institutional mechanisms above the state level as inevitably subject to distortion and abuse
by the most powerful nation-states who will further their interests through these institu-
tions or ignore and bypass them.

Critical voices agree partially with some of the realist analysis about the abuse of such
institutional mechanisms by powerful states, but they locate the whole scenario within
global capitalism, seeing powerful states as seeking to expand their control over global
capitalism, not just for the sake of political power in and of itself. Neo-Gramscians, for
example, emphasize the role of ideology as well as institutions in maintaining capitalist
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hegemony. Here, the sphere of global civil society is in danger of contributing to the enclo-
sure of the global public sphere, by creating an elite space that legitimizes global gover-
nance. However, the neo-Gramscian view also sees global civil society as a site for potential
contest to hegemony, and thus a site of struggle and resistance. They see global civil society
as the terrain where progressive forces are challenging the increasing power of capital and
seeking to create transnational links and new political spaces for mobilizing on global
problems such as social injustice and environmental degradation (for example Gill 2003).

In line with the perceived transformative potential of global civil society, sections of
social movements — in particular established NGOs — consciously define themselves as
members of global civil society, invoking the language of democratization and participa-
tion. They see the sphere of global civil society as a political space for engaging with the
institutions of global governance in an attempt to make up for the democratic deficit that
these non-transparent and unaccountable institutions create. Civil society actors clearly are
active and important participants in a less state-centric global environmental governance,
though claims that they democratise, or even lend greater legitimacy, require careful
scrutiny (Bernauer and Betzold 2012; Stevenson and Dryzek 2014), and further investiga-
tion into the impact of transnational actors shows varying degrees of success (Betsill and
Corell 2008; McCormick 2011; Newell 2000; Park 2013).

On the other hand, less institutionalized grassroots movements with radical agendas are
suspicious of a politics of engagement, which they view as a form of co-optation (Ford
2003). In the neo-Gramscian view, the establishment of an enlarged liberal sphere of global
civil society where people can participate in the management of the environment is
consistent with the notion that civil society is a mechanism of hegemony:. In this view, civil
society’s involvement and perceived contribution to policy making are a concession to the
people in return for their acquiescence in preserving the dominant social, political and
economic capitalist model. Further, they see such discourses of global civil society as strat-
egies for absorbing and neutralizing potentially counter-hegemonic ideas (Cox 1993: 55).
However, they also stress that civil society is the space for change; the space where hege-
mony is challenged. It is where the struggle over environmental policy is played out. Global
civil society thus is not only a sphere of action, but it has agency, as do the actors operating
from the sphere, be they transnational environmental movements, TNCs or transnational
business networks.

We saw that there are different interpretations of the phenomenon of global civil society
and its democratizing potential. While one can argue that there has, indeed, been an
increase in activity of transnational actors in the sphere of global civil society and, therefore,
increased participation of these actors in global governance, that does not necessarily trans-
late into democracy; although some argue it could potentially enhance democracy within
global governance (for example Held and McGrew 2003; Stevenson and Dryzek 2014).
Reports such as Our Global Neighbourhood may be slightly exaggerating the claims of democ-
ratization because participation does not necessarily equal representation. Here, NGOs are
situated in the same sphere as business actors, competing for participation in global institu-
tions. Previously, the UN’s Agenda 21 had, for the first time ever, called upon the global
population to participate in the saving of the planet (UN 1992). However, the locus of
authority remains entrenched in the inter-state system, with a growing recognition of the
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role of business as by far the dominant section of this so-called global civil society. Critical
scholars view environmental issues as being depoliticized through the orthodox discourse
of global environmental governance building within the liberal global political economy
(e.g. Paterson 2000). That is to say that environmental problems are separated out from
economic and political issues, seen as discrete issues that are capable of being fixed through
institutions, market-based mechanisms or changed behaviour, yet without challenging the
parameters of the current system.

At heart, the study of the role of transnational actors in global environmental politics is
about power relations. As we saw above, global environmental governance is the arena of
global environmental politics. It is here that the global management of transboundary envi-
ronmental issues is fought out. Global civil society is now most readily identified as the
space in which transnational actors operate. It is portrayed as a democratizing force for
global governance in the dominant liberal literature. However, critical scholars want to
deconstruct this space and make the power relations explicit. Ultimately, we might want to ask
in what way does an analysis of transnational actors in global environmental politics chal-
lenge conventional approaches to understanding political outcomes in global environ-
mental politics. For this, we now turn to an illustration of a variety of transnational actors.

Transnational actors in global environmental politics

The previous section of the chapter has illustrated the context and space of transnational
activism. Traditionally, the role of transnational actors in the policy-making process, like in
the discipline of IR more generally, has not been at the centre of analysis. Although regime
theory, in its analysis of environmental regimes and multilateral environmental agree-
ments, acknowledges epistemic communities as contributors to global environmental pol-
itics, the emphasis has been on the role of scientists and technical experts contributing
expertise to the understanding of environmental issues (Vogler 2003). This has been partic-
ularly important where controversy or uncertainty has been an issue, for example over the
phenomenon of climate change. The presence of epistemic communities, however, has not
radically unsettled the state-centricity of regime analysis. While it has introduced actors
other than states, these have been limited to elite experts. These types of elite actors must
not be confused with the broader transnational environmental movement and might better
be described as part of broader advocacy networks (Keck and Sikkink 1998).

This section will focus on transnational environmental movements, NGOs and transna-
tional business/ TNCs as actors in global environmental politics. It will use the concept of
NGOs generally, although they are sometimes also referred to as International NGOs
(INGOs) or Transnational NGOs (TNGOs). Although this book’s focus is on global envi-
ronmental politics, and the focus of this chapter is on the transnational actors in global
environmental politics, this is not to say that environmental issues can be seen in isolation.
Indeed, focusing on single issues can be counterproductive because it may fail to challenge
the fragmented, disciplinary technical-rational discourse that is a key contributor to envi-
ronmental degradation and current global environmental governance. If environmental
issues are separated out of their social, political and economic context, the root causes are
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rendered invisible, leading to techno-fix solutions that may exacerbate the problem (Ford
2003). Indeed, concerns amongst transnational actors are rarely limited to discrete environ-
mental problems. The analysis of global environmental change and issues of sustainability
is mostly couched in a much broader framework, looking at the relationship between envi-
ronment and human economic, social, cultural and political development. The growing
discourse around environmental and ecological justice exemplifies this (Gillard et al. 2017).

Transnational environmental movements and NGOs

Particularly since the 1960s, global environmental movements have proliferated with the
awareness and politicization of environmental degradation and its relationship to the wider
organization of modern societies in their economic, political and cultural aspects. Increased
awareness around the connection between globalization and environmental degradation
has led movements to take their struggle out of a purely national context. The 1992 UN
Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) is usually quoted as the water-
shed for transnational actor involvement in global environmental politics, where close to
1,500 NGOs organized a parallel conference and many more movements and NGOs rallied
from across the globe. Ten years later, over 6,000 officially registered NGOs gathered in
Johannesburg for the 2002 International Summit on Sustainable Development, alongside
countless “unofficial’ groups and movements. A myriad of movements and organizations
across the world, from business to NGOs, campaigned on climate change around the vari-
ous Conferences of the Parties (COPs) running up to the Paris Climate Conference in 2015.

It is hard to find a consensus among social movement theorists as to how a social move-
ment might be defined. Scholars have challenged the social movement literature that has
tended to see social movements as bounded by nation-states, or geographically limited to
regions or cultures, particularly the North (see, for example, Walker 1994; Stammers and
Eschle 2005). Broadly, social movements, including environmental movements, are hetero-
geneous groups that share collective identity, solidarity and common purpose (e.g. Diani
2000). They vary in size, issues and tactics and the environmental movement itself spans
various shades of green. Despite the diversity of identities and experiences, these
movements do identify commonalities in the experience of late capitalist modernity and
connections are sometimes forged across space and place.

Transnational movements, then, are movements that are building transnational cooper-
ation around common goals and purposes (Smith et al. 1997: 59-60). Sydney Tarrow defines
them as: . . . socially mobilised groups with constituents in at least two states, engaged in
sustained contentious interactions with power-holders in at least one state other than their
own, or against an international institution, or a multinational economic actor’ (2001: 11).

Thus, transnational environmental movements are movements that are creating trans-
national links and acting transnationally because they perceive the root causes of environ-
mental degradation to be tied up with the forces of globalization, such as the increasing
globalization of capital and, with it, the globalization of governance structures. That said,
there are many movements that campaign solely on national, regional or local issues. But,
increasingly, there is an awareness of the relationship between the local and the global.
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Indeed, ‘think global act local’ became a prominent slogan within the green movement,
linking global awareness with the importance of connectedness to place and rooted action,
as seen, for example, in the Transition Movement (for example Griffiths 2009).

While many movements campaign on specific issues, it is important to note that the
boundaries between issues are not necessarily always rigid. Transnational movements cam-
paigning on human rights abuses, gender inequality or labour issues often share similar
concerns and goals to environmental movements, in that their individual causes may all in
some ways stem from the nature of the current global economic and political system.
Indeed, many environmental movements would not want to separate the environment and
human development. They argue that sustainability and social justice go hand in hand.

The terminology for describing transnational movements has varied enormously: for
example, INGOs, International Social Movement Organizations (ISMOs), international
pressure groups or interest groups, or transnational advocacy groups or networks (e.g.
Keck and Sikkink 1998; Stammers and Eschle 2005). Within the field of the environment
more specifically, they have been described as environmental transnational coalitions
(Princen 1995). More broadly, they have been identified as world civic politics (Wapner
1996), global citizen action (Edwards and Gaventa 2001) or people’s movements (Shiva
2005). Many movements have identified globalized capitalist structures and distant,
unaccountable governance structures as part of the problems they care about and have
identified themselves as anti-globalization movements, anti-capitalist movements, pro-
democracy movements, and global justice movements or, more boldly, the ‘movement of
movements’ (Mertes 2004).

There is a danger of conflating organizations with movements (Stammers and Eschle
2005). The environmental movement broadly conceived contains a wide variety of
groupings. While some NGOs could be seen to be located on a spectrum within the envi-
ronmental movement, it is not the case that all NGOs are part of the movement as such.
Some large, established NGOs, such as IUCN (International Union for the Conservation of
Nature) or the WWF (World-Wide Fund for Nature), have a high degree of cross-fertilization
with established institutions of governance. These large, bureaucratic, professional environ-
mental NGOs are far removed from the grassroots of the environmental movement,
though they may share common concerns.

Others, such as pressure groups like Friends of the Earth or Greenpeace, are financially
independent of governmental institutions and sometimes take an anti-state position as well
as lobbying at the state and inter-state level. As such, they have a two-pronged approach.
On the one hand, they have been involved, along with organizations such as IUCN and
WWE in setting and monitoring the implementation of institutional responses, in the
context of international environmental regime formation and maintenance and within the
United Nations as well as within national governments or at the EU level. On the other,
they are working in solidarity with grassroots environmental movements, sometimes
taking direct action (Young 1999; Ford 2003).

Grassroots movements are largely marginalized from institutional processes, often by
choice. They might not fit neatly into a ‘transnational’ category because they may be
campaigning on a particular local issue and may lack resources to network transnationally.
However, they clearly identify transnational structures as the root cause of environmental
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destruction. Movements such as Via Campesina, Climate Camp or Earth First! are challeng-
ing the top-down governance process through direct action. They are highly critical of the
institutional channels available and their responses to environmental problems. They are
also critical of institutionalized environmental NGOs that they see as co-opted by the
dominant powers of global governance. These grassroots activist movements perceive
themselves to be engaged in an emancipatory struggle for freedom from dominating
discourses to pursue alternative, equitable and sustainable ways of living, working for a
redistribution of power and carving out political space. Their strategy is not necessarily to
influence the agenda of the global governance process but rather to take direct action to
increase awareness about issues and to directly challenge and confront the state and economic
powers that be. Although they may be active in specific places and localities, they are forging
transnational links through networks such as the Peoples” Global Action or the World Social
Forum (Williams and Ford 1999; Ford 2003; Mertes 2004). The movement of movements
could be seen as the transnational heart of a large variety of groups and movements across
the globe. Within this movement, diverse groups from across the globe are campaigning for
the preservation of economic, political, cultural and ecological diversity, which they perceive
to be under threat from a globalizing monoculture (see Shiva 1993; Gill 2003).

The intention here is not to measure which movements have been most successful in,
for example, lobbying the institutions of global governance or attempting to shut them
down. Rather, the emphasis is on the political and cultural process of activism and the
impediments which may be preventing successful outcomes, and on the portrayal of these
movements as agents of change. Indeed, instrumentally, these movements may be rela-
tively powerless compared to large business lobby groups. However, there is a powerful,
cultural element to the movements for social change, which through global action and the
global media, are spreading new discourses and challenging existing ones.

Importantly, movements do not just arise as a means to an end but are actively engaged
in processes of socio-cultural change, bringing forth alternative ways of knowing and
doing. Progressive movements are thus not just challenging the organization of the global
political economy but actively showing what an alternative could look like. This cultural
aspect of social movements is something that has been largely ignored in social movement
theory that focuses on the reasons for mobilization of collective behaviour. Melucci (1996)
has warned that social movements must not be reduced purely to a political dimension for
this would deny the communicative role they play (p. 2). His project is concerned with
analyzing the actors’ construction of their own action (1996: 16), the actual processes of
cultural change. Yet, such an approach must not lose sight of the context, which remains
the global political economy. Social movements need to be reflexive about their position
within this hegemony as well as the dangers of co-optation. As seen above, they need to be
able to contextualize their agency within the global matrix.

TNCs and business advocacy groups

Like transnational environmental movements and NGOs, TNCs have mushroomed in the
last three decades, and they constitute important players in the modern, hyper-globalized
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capitalist world economy, responsible for large amounts of investment and trade. A TNC is
a corporation that is active in more than two countries — that is, it may have a host state, but
it operates subsidiaries in various other locations and involves the movement of capital,
resources and people across national boundaries. Examples might include oil corporations
such as Shell or BP, or food giants such as Unilever or Nestle. Apart from TNCs, though,
there are also related business advocacy groups who act in the interests of transnational
business, such as the International Chamber of Commerce (ICC), the World Business
Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD) or the European Chemical Industry
Council (CEFIC), to name a few examples.

TNCs and business advocacy networks are clearly important transnational actors in
global environmental politics because of the close link between the global economic system
and global environmental degradation. Unlike transnational movements and NGOs, they
are pursuing instrumental goals rather than acting on principled beliefs (Keck and Sikkink
1998; Clapp 2005b). They are motivated by profit, which leads to the growth imperative
and resulting increased demand on resources that can contribute directly to environmental
degradation, given that many TNCs are operating in environmentally sensitive sectors,
such as natural resource extraction. While some TNCs invest in and produce environmen-
tally benign goods and services, generally trade and investment patterns within the capitalist
global economy tend to exacerbate, rather than mitigate, environmental degradation due
to the growth imperative. The distantiated processes of global capitalism, including the
activities of TNCs, contribute both directly and indirectly to processes of environmental
degradation. This leads to a tension between global environmental governance as pursued
through MEAs and the freedom to do business. TNCs and transnational business advocacy
networks acting on their behalf are eager to minimize regulation that is designed to limit
environmental (and social) degradation. Fundamentally, then, there is a conflict of interest
between their aims and those of global environmental policy. Like NGOs, they are involved
in lobbying within the global environmental policy-making process, though they are often
pursuing very different outcomes from those of NGOs. While NGOs and social move-
ments may be seeking to challenge the very culture of capitalist relations that systematically
produce environmental degradation and social injustice, TNCs are attempting to influence
the agenda to prevent measures that could be harmful to business. There is no denying the
power of TNCs, as some TNCs have greater assets than nation-states. However, not all
commentators see TNCs as necessarily an obstacle to sustainable development. Some
argue that these assets can be used to positively contribute to sustainable development,
such as through the transfer of innovative and clean technology and the investment in infra-
structure and job creation (Murphy and Bendell 1997, Herman, Chapter 9). In this way, the
world has seen a greening of some businesses.

The greening of business or greenwash?

Apart from official lobbying in opposition to global environmental policy, business has also
been very busy recreating itself as a vanguard of sustainable development (Schmidheiny
1992; ICC 1991). The institutionalization of this concept is not limited to governments and
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international organizations. In addition to UN documents and government policies, the
concept of sustainable development has entered the corporate world. However, business is
not blind to the environmental movement’s criticisms and, in the concept of sustainable
development, has found a way to discursively integrate environmental problems without
substantially changing its social and material productive practices. The link between eco-
nomic growth and environmental degradation remains solid, despite the corporate sector’s
promotion of sustainable development (ICC 1991).

During the 1992 UNCED conference, business was brought on board and the WBCSD
(formerly the BCSD) was born. This lobby group managed to ensure that, during official
negotiations, the role of business in environmental degradation was played down. Agenda
21, signed at UNCED as a comprehensive blueprint for global action on sustainable devel-
opment (UN 1992), only mentions corporations in order to emphasize their role in sustain-
able development but eschews any mention of the need for business to be regulated. More
fundamentally, at the same time as UNCED was being held, UN reforms were underway
that dismantled the United Nations Centre on Transnational Corporations (UNCTC)
(Clapp 2005a: 25). Attempts by the UNCTC to include corporate accountability measures
within Agenda 21 had been rejected by industrialized countries during preparatory meet-
ings. The controversy over the lack of provisions in Agenda 21 regarding corporations was
further enhanced by the fact that corporations such as ICI (Imperial Chemical Industries)
and ARCO (Atlantic Richfield Company), major environmental polluters with a track
record of funding anti-environmental lobby groups, were found to be contributing to the
funding of UNCED itself (Doran 1993; Chatterjee and Finger 1994).

Critical voices would argue that business is using the discourse of sustainable develop-
ment as a way of subverting environmental concerns through greenwash (Beder 1997).
As far back as 1984, UNEP (the United Nations Environment Programme) and ICC organ-
ized the World Industry Conference on Environmental Management (WICEM), which
three years prior to the Brundtland Report’s promotion of sustainable development, was
discussing the possibility of achieving economic growth and sound environmental manage-
ment. The position was a distinctly corporatist one. At WICEM, it was recommended that
industry should become more strongly involved in formulating environmental policy in
general, as well as in formulating national environmental regulatory frameworks (Trisoglio
and ten Kate 1991). By 1991, in the run up to UNCED, WICEM II was clearly carving out
the niche for industry in defining and spearheading their particular model of sustainable
development.

As part of this quest, WICEM II further called on business and industry to foster harmo-
nious relations with local communities in order to gain their confidence and to become
better integrated into the community and wider society. The result of WICEM II was
The Business Charter for Sustainable Development: Principles for Environmental Management,
adopted in 1990 and first published in 1991. This states, for example,

economic growth provides the conditions in which protection of the environment
can best be achieved, and environmental protection. . . is necessary to achieve growth
thatis sustainable . . . In turn, versatile, dynamic, responsive and profitable businesses
are required as the driving force for sustainable economic development and for
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providing managerial, technical and financial resources to contribute to the resolution
of environmental challenges. Market economies, characterised by entrepreneurial
initiatives, are essential to achieve this . . . making market forces work in this way to
protect and improve the quality of the environment — with the help of standards such
as ISO 14000, and judicious use of economic instruments in a harmonious regulatory
framework — is an ongoing challenge that the world faces in entering the 21st century.

(ICC 1991, emphasis in original)

It is clear from this passage that business, in line with conventional economic orthodoxy,
perceives environmental degradation to be something outside of economic processes. The
environment is something that is separate from, and that impinges on and challenges, eco-
nomic and corporate structures and processes. Business and growth cannot be questioned
in themselves, the task is to ‘manage’ the challenges within the given framework. Business
is clearly bidding for its narrow view of sustainable development to be implemented and
for business to take on a major role in the implementation. While, on the one hand, aiming
to become more closely integrated with community and society, business is actually
lobbying for autonomy and self-regulation or, at most, market-based instruments such as
carbon-trading.

The privatization of global environmental governance

Another key dynamic in the provision of global public goods has been that of public
authority versus private power. Global governance has sometimes involved a shift away
from public authority to private agencies, as seen, for example, in the public—private
partnerships such as Global Compact, which includes over 4,700 corporate participants as
well as stakeholders from over 130 countries. At heart, it advocates responsible corporate
citizenship to the challenges of globalization in the areas of human rights, labour, environ-
ment and anti-corruption, contributing to a more sustainable and inclusive global economy
(UNGC no date).

Likewise, business advocacy groups, such as WBCSD, and institutions, such as the Inter-
national Organization for Standardization (ISO), promote voluntary codes of conduct that,
as well as safeguarding the autonomy of business, also implicate business in environmental
management. The growth in voluntary codes of conduct is blurring the boundary between
public and private and leading to what has been called ‘mixed regimes’, involving states and
private authorities in the ‘creation and maintenance of international principles, norms,
rules and decision-making procedures’ (Clapp 1998: 295).

There has been a tension between the general liberalization and deregulation trend in
the globalized political economy on the one hand and the growing need for environmental
regulation on the other, which has led to a search for ‘new and private forms of (environ-
mental) regulation, such as (environmental) standards ... as a way out of this tension
between deregulation and re-regulation’ (Finger and Tamiotti 1999: 9). On the one hand,
there has been a move from traditional ‘command and control’ style policy to an increased
privatization of environmental politics involving the private sector and non-state actors
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(see also Clapp 1998). On the other, there is an argument that a fundamental reorganization
of international society is taking place, as seen in the growth of global governance (Finger
and Tamiotti 1999).

A privatization of environmental governance is taking place, as seen in the growing influ-
ence of private actors on decision making, which in some cases, is outweighing the influence
of states. Evidence suggests that more and more private actors are initiating regimes which
are later recognized by states and incorporated into their regulatory structures, one example
being the ISO 14000 series, which specifies environmental management standards (Clapp
1998). In line with the mainstream belief that global environmental problems demand global
solutions, the notion of global standards would seem an essential basis upon which to build
harmonized global solutions. However, also in line with the mainstream, it ignores the
unequal power structures within the global political economy. The membership of ISO, true
to its hybrid nature, consists of a mixture of governments, mixed public—private actors and
private industry associations. The government members are predominantly made up of
developed countries, while the private members” majority come from within the OECD
(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development). Given that the decision-mak-
ing process is heavily dominated by private interests, the voice of developing countries in the
establishment of these global standards is marginalized (Clapp 1998: 296-301).

The idea of establishing environmental standards within the remit of ISO was a response to
Agenda 21’s recommendation for the role of industry in sustainable development (Clapp 1998:
302). The setting up of environmental management standards involved a change of direction
from the ISO’s traditional remit of technical standards (Finger and Tamiotti 1999: 12).

The shift towards global standards must further be seen in the context of trade liberal-
ization and the WTO (World Trade Organization). The WTO’s Agreement on Technical
Barriers to Trade (TBT) encourages the use of international standards rather than national
ones, which are seen as technical barriers to trade (Finger and Tamiotti 1999: 13; Clapp 1998:
305). In effect, the ISO environmental management standards, which were recognized by
the GATT (General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade), create alowest common denominator
and act as a mechanism for avoiding trade barriers. More importantly, they demonstrate the
role of privately agreed voluntary standards in the re-regulation and public management of
international trade.

With the latest global crisis in neoliberal capitalism and a seeming return to neo-Keynsian
style intervention, some green voices are proposing a ‘Green New Deal’ as a solution to the
interlinked crises of capital, energy and climate. This would involve business and govern-
ment as well as labour and environmental movements in bringing about a shift to green
energy and green collar jobs financed by re-regulating finance and taxation (GNDG 2008).

From the above, we can see that transnational environmental movements and TNCs and
their advocates and lobbyists are all clearly visible actors in global environmental politics.
The question of the power of these diverse actors in global civil society is a complex one. For
one, we have seen that this sphere includes a large variety of different types of actors —
NGOs, transnational advocacy groups, TNCs, social movements. The liberal pluralist
descriptions of this sphere do not analyze power relations within civil society. It seems ques-
tionable that business actors and NGOs are working on an equal footing. Business actors
clearly have more ‘tacit power’ over state actors due to their close connection to economic
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growth creation (Newell 2000: 159). Further, amongst NGOs themselves, there are differen-
tiations that cannot be ignored. NGOs, like social movements, are not a homogeneous, or
necessarily a progressive, force and are not immune to power relations of class, race or gen-
der or between North and South and are further differentiated on the basis of ideologies and
strategies. Critical voices, on the other hand, embrace the diversity and complexity of the
sphere, seeing it as a site of struggle for hegemony as well as counter-hegemony.

Conclusions

This chapter has provided an overview of transnational actors and their agency in global
environmental politics. Over the last two decades, we have seen a growing literature on the
role of transnational actors in world politics. Few IR scholars would argue that they are
completely irrelevant. Most would agree that transnational actors need to be part of the
analysis in understanding the framework and processes of global politics. Transnational
actors are, of course, a broad church, encompassing anything from transnational social
movements to global business. They do not all operate on the same footing, nor do they
employ the same tactics to achieve their goals. Different theoretical perspectives provide
different analyses of how and why transnational actors matter to global environmental
politics. Solving global environmental problems is clearly a political as well as an economic,
cultural and social struggle. States are not the only actors in this arena, and it is clear that
transnational actors are an important part of the picture.

Note

1 I would like to thank Peter Doran, Jenneth Parker, Stephen Hurt and Neil Stammers for feedback
on the first edition of this chapter.
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Introduction

Over the past few decades, we have witnessed a tremendous increase of cross-border eco-
nomic relations. The expansion of economic globalization has led to an unprecedented
integration of the global economy and produced a broad range of economic and social
benefits. Proponents of economic globalization highlight that the increasing flows of trans-
boundary trade, investment, and finance have reduced poverty, fostered technological
advancement in both developing and industrialized countries, and supported regional
integration (Bhagwati and Panagariya 2014). However, it is clear that neither all national
economies nor all parts of the society benefit equally from this economic development
(Lindert and Williamson 2007; Piketty 2014). While certain countries continue to show
robust economic growth rates, other countries suffer from intensified competition, the
fluctuation of investments, and financial speculation. Moreover, critics claim that certain
societal groups are entirely excluded from the monetary wealth produced by a liberalized
global economy (Dasgupta 2004; Ostry et al. 2014).

Beyond these distributional problems — where one could argue that, when considering
absolute numbers, growth still moves more people out of poverty — it becomes increasingly
obvious that economic globalization has huge impacts on the natural environment. Several
studies underscore that intensified global economic relations have caused or accelerated
dramatic changes in the Earth System, defined as the sum of our planet’s interacting phys-
ical, chemical, biological, and human processes. This is most prevalent in the issue-areas of
climate change, biodiversity loss, and land degradation (Rockstrom et al. 2009; Steffen et al.
2015b). In this context, the term Anthropocene has received widespread attention (Pattberg
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and Zelli 2016). Although still controversial among different scholar groups, it denotes a
new geological epoch in planetary history, in which humans become the main drivers of
environmental change (Crutzen 2002). Human-induced climate change, species extinction,
ocean acidification, plastic seas, desertification, the overexploitation of natural resources,
and other problems prompted by economic globalization restrain and endanger the
habitability of the planet. Governments at all levels are now at a critical juncture to set
sustainable development paths for the 21st century and beyond. The overarching question,
therefore, is how we can reconcile the global political economy with environmental con-
servation and the existing planetary boundaries to sustain the natural basis of life on earth
for us, as well as for future generations.

After this introduction, the chapter proceeds as follows. In the next section, we discuss
different theoretical and conceptual approaches to the interplay between economic
globalization and environmental issues. Thereafter, we refer to two major themes: (i) Is
sustainable development possible? Under this heading, we reflect on whether the terms “sus-
tainability” and “development” can be reconciled and (ii) Who are the relevant actors in the
global political economy? In this context, we portray the broad array of actors and the related
actor constellations that have emerged in this field. Finally, we draw some conclusions,
highlight relevant open questions, and point to avenues for further research.

Theoretical and conceptual perspectives

There are various debates surrounding the question of how economic growth and
environmental stewardship can be reconciled. In this section, we introduce four different
approaches that have tackled this issue: Environmental Economics, International Political
Economy and Development Studies, Global Environmental Governance and Earth System
Governance, as well as Political Ecology. In particular, we introduce these perspectives and
highlight their main contributions to the literature in their historical context.

Environmental economics

The academic discipline of Economics has always dealt with the question of how humans
appropriate natural capital. Historically, the focus of this field of study has not been on how
to protect nature, but on how to exploit natural resources most effectively. Those resources
were perceived as either completely inexhaustible (e.g. air) or, at least, as highly abundant and
self-replenishing. Access to these goods might be denied — but enough of the asset is available
for free (e.g. water, wood, or fertile land). However, in the late 1960s, a group of scholars
started to contend that the rate of exhaustion of natural capital is outgrowing the rate of
natural replenishment and that we thus face “limits to growth” (Meadows et al. 1972). At
about the same time, a debate on negative externalities was initiated, stating that markets by
themselves often do not lead to optimal social outcomes. A typical example of such a negative
externality is the pollution of rivers that is caused by a certain company upriver, while
residents downriver have to live with the consequence of highly polluted water.
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Over the last 20 years, highly interesting discussions have moved center stage of how to
deal with such issues. On the one hand, the neo-classical answer within the field of Econom-
ics has been that either an increase of efficiency, and thus less waste and pollution, or of
market-based instruments, such as taxes and trading systems, would work best to decrease
environmental degradation (Solow 1991). From such a perspective, more globalization
decreases pollution and should be promoted as better technologies and more efficient
markets will help overcome market failures. The main tool of most mainstream approaches
to estimate whether specific policies might be worth establishing are cost-benefit analyses
(Dietz 2015). Currently, many studies in behavioral economics use a similar approach
focusing on how “nudging” could substantially reduce environmental destruction (Campbell-
Arvai and Arvai 2015). On the other hand, a number of critical voices claim that more effi-
ciency does not solve the problem of ever scarcer natural resources. Authors like Hermann
Daly argue that the underlying growth fetishism of neo-classical perspectives is outright
utopian. Only non-growth, or in the words of Daly a “steady-state economy”, is a realistic
possibility (Daly 2007). Daly and many of his followers can thus be seen as the intellectual
founding fathers of what is today known as the degrowth model (see below).

International political economy and development studies

Likewise, the academic traditions of Political Science and International Relations did, for a
long time, not focus on environmental protection (Lederer 2017). If at all, nature was
perceived as something that had to be dominated for human well-being or at least taken into
account when human interaction from trade to war to state-building had to be explained.
This is nicely displayed in the sub-discipline of International Political Economy. In the early
1970s, authors like Robert Gilpin studied the relationship between “States and Markets”
(Gilpin 1987), but Gilpin did not seriously engage in the problematique that both the economy
and politics are dependent on a specific form of natural exploration. In a similar vein, critical
scholars from the same field, like Susan Strange (Strange 1996) or Robert Cox (Cox 1981), for
all their merits when it comes to understanding power structures within global affairs,
mostly neglected the ecological repercussions of the global political economy.

This changed only in the 1990s when a younger generation of scholars became aware
of the political economy of sustainable development (e.g. Clapp and Dauvergne 2005).
Different from Environmental Economics, many of these approaches went beyond
material analyses and focused on the ideational basis of power and hegemony. Inspired
by Critical Theory and Gramscian approaches, authors like Peter Newell (Newell 2012)
or Chukwumerije Okereke (Okereke 2008) criticize the ideological domination of (neo-)
liberal thinking. They argue that many of the propagated mainstream solutions to eco-
logical problems were not tackling the fundamental power structures of a transnational
elite causing ecological mayhem. These critical approaches also emphasized the role
played by non-state actors in the global political economy, particularly that of transna-
tional companies. They show that business actors often very subtly influenced environ-
mental policies through different material and non-material channels (Fuchs and Lederer
2007). This line of critical environmental scholarship is today well established and brings
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together elaborated theoretical perspectives with classical themes of the global political
economy (Death 2013).

A similar development can be observed in the field of development studies. Again, the
environment in all classical approaches — be it Modernization, Dependence, or Liberal The-
ory — was only conceptualized as a means for a higher end that traditionally was equated
with growth (Honke and Lederer 2013). For a long time, the slogan that “the environment
cannot be improved in conditions of poverty” prevailed, uttered first by India’s former
Prime Minister Indira Gandhi at the first global environmental conference in 1972. The
underlying idea that the global North has to take full (financial) responsibility for global
environmental problems is, however, no longer prevalent, neither in academic nor in
contemporary policy discourses. On the one hand, the upper and middle classes of the
global South, particularly in China, are now also heavily contributing to environmental
problems, including climate change (Kahn and Zheng 2016). The notion of “common but
differentiated responsibilities”, which is one of the main principles of all global environ-
mental treaties, should, therefore, not too easily be perceived as an antagonism of “North
vs. South”. On the other hand, the good news is that many of the most innovative notions
of low-carbon development are now being developed in cities and countries of the global
South (Urban 2014).

Global environmental governance and earth system governance

The long period of academic neglect of the interplay between economic globalization and
environmental issues has given rise to the approaches of Global Environmental Gover-
nance and Earth System Governance. These evolving fields of study have their roots in the
broader analytical perspective of Global Governance, which goes back to the early 1990s
(Rosenau and Czempiel 1992). Scholars in this tradition study the politics of cross-border
environmental problems from the notion that agency and authority have diffused to include
numerous public and private actors that are commonly involved in (global) environmental
policy-making (Hickmann 2017). In contrast to classical accounts, which locate agency and
authority exclusively with national governments, these newer approaches point to the great
diversity of problem-solving and decision-making capacities that sub- and non-state actors
have developed in recent years (Dellas et al. 2011).

Furthermore, adherents of these governance approaches analyze the interplay between
the different actors and point to the increasing institutional complexity in global environ-
mental politics. Scholars have developed various concepts to describe this development,
such as “fragmentation” (Biermann et al. 2009), “multi-level governance” (Bulkeley and
Newell 2010), or “polycentrism” (Ostrom 2010). Instead of focusing on individual environ-
mental regimes, scholars now explore the overarching governance architecture and the
links between the different actors and governmental levels dealing with different issue-areas
of environmental policy-making (Biermann et al. 2010). In addition, authors concerned
with global environmental governance pay attention to normative issues related to the
proliferation of actors and growth of institutional complexity like democratic legitimacy,
accountability, and environmental justice (Bdckstrand et al. 2010; Schlosberg 2013). While
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these scholars have provided important insights into contemporary environmental politics,
they have largely neglected the economic dimension of global environmental politics.

Political ecology

Another approach that is concentrated on studying the drivers and solutions of trans-
boundary environmental challenges is the field of Political Ecology. Adherents of the
Political Ecology approach adopt a critical perspective on the existing power relations and
constellations in the global political economy (Clapp and Fuchs 2009; Fuchs et al. 2016).
In general, they focus their studies on the interactions between humans and nature and set
out to observe the “shifting dialectic between (...) social groups and their physical
environment” (Blaikie and Brookfield 1987: 17). By presuming a dialectic relationship
between human societies and their environment, nature is no longer a passive entity trans-
formed by human behavior. In contrast, it is perceived as a factor that actively influences
systems of human behavior as well as the interactions within human societies. Political
Ecology is hence understood as “combining the concerns of ecology and political econ-
omy that together represent an ever-changing dynamic tension between ecological and
human change, and between diverse groups within society at scales from the local individ-
ual to the Earth as a whole” (Peterson 2000: 325).

When the Political Ecology approach gained salience in the 1980s, it spread out into
different academic sub-fields and complemented other theoretical strands, such as liberal-
ism or feminism. Parallel to the levels of analysis in social sciences, political ecology inves-
tigates interactions on local, regional, national, or global levels (Walker 2005). Phenomena
that are relevant to Political Ecology simultaneously influence, and are a product of, both
societal and environmental functions on multiple levels (Adger et al. 2001). Thus, the
Political Ecology approach starts from the assertion that it is worth studying the various
complex processes at work at different levels, but at the same time, offers insights which
approaches focused on either side of the human/environment dynamic may not.

Major themes

After having discussed some of the most important existing theoretical and conceptual
approaches to the interplay between economic globalization and environmental issues, the
following section takes up two major themes that are crucial to gain a thorough overview
and understanding of key concepts, relevant actors and institutions, as well as the social
and political dynamics in the interplay of the global political economy, development, and
environmental issues.

Is sustainable development possible?

A first major theme deals with the question of whether sustainable development is possible
and the terms sustainability and development can be reconciled. The concept of sustainable
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development was put onto the agenda by the so-called Brundtland Report, which defines the
term as development that “meets the needs of the present generation without compromis-
ing the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (World Commission on
Environment and Development 1987: 43). This definition has come under severe criticism
due to its vagueness. According to Kates et al., the concept “allows programs of environ-
ment or development; places from local to global; and institutions of government, civil society,
business, and industry to each project their interests, hopes, and aspirations onto the banner
of sustainable development” (Kates et al. 2005: 10).

The Johannesburg Declaration adopted at the 2002 World Summit on Sustainable Develop-
ment made an attempt to introduce a more precise definition and identified three pillars of
sustainable development. On this occasion, the participating nation-states enshrined a
“collective responsibility to advance and strengthen the interdependent and mutually rein-
forcing pillars of sustainable development — economic development, social development, and
environmental protection — at local, national, regional, and global levels” (World Summit on
Sustainable Development 2002: 1, emphasis added). Several actors, perhaps most promi-
nently the European Union, build upon these three pillars of sustainable development and
seek to translate/integrate the three dimensions into their policy-making systems
(European Union 2009). However: The issue of how the three pillars (economic development,
social development, and environmental protection) are defined in concrete cases needs to be
addressed over and over again at different governmental levels. In this section, we discuss a
number of concepts related to the above-mentioned question.

Limits to growth

The first two decades after the Second World War were marked by unprecedented growth,
increasing prosperity in industrial nations, and expanding middle classes. The economic
future looked bright for the Western side of the Cold War and economic progress at this
time has rightly been labeled the “Great Acceleration” (Steffen et al. 2015a). Gross domestic
products were rising and unlimited growth seemed possible. Nevertheless, economic
growth was heavily fueled by the industrialized exploitation of natural resources. A warn-
ing occurred in the early 1970s with the outbreak of the first oil crisis, which epitomized the
increasing dependency on the availability of resources in many industrialized countries
(Buttel et al. 1990).

At about the same time, a transdisciplinary conglomerate of scientists, now known as
the Club of Rome, published the book Limits to Growth. The group of scholars compiled a list
of 66 critical problems, which contained poverty, war, pollution, crime, resource depletion,
and economiic instability. When the scholars tried to find common causes, or atleast a com-
mon denominator, they identified exponential economic growth as a possible solution
(Meadows 2007). In the book Limits to Growth, they point to a lack of consideration for
resource availability in predominant models of exponential economic growth. Both pro-
duction and consumption strain the planets’ ecosystems in a way that is destined to come
to an end once resources run dry. The authors composed a world model in which they
simulated different economic growth rates. None of the 66 critical problems was solved by
any possible configuration of growth. In fact, some problems, especially that of resource
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depletion, even got worse at roughly the same speed growth rates were rising (Meadows
et al. 1972). Accordingly, the Club of Rome came to the conclusion that economic growth
is not only limited but can be perceived as the underlying cause of several problems the
world was facing in the early 1970s and until today.

Kuznets-Curve

The Kuznets-Curve shows a different picture. It supposes increasing strains on natural
resources and ecosystems until a certain level of growth, prosperity, and average income is
reached. Yet, after societies have achieved a certain threshold and development stage,
further economic growth decreases environmental pressure (Stern et al. 1996). According
to proponents of the Kuznets-Curve, reasons for this development are a shift to clean
production chains, rearranging consumer priorities, and a turn to more sustainable poli-
cies. The idea of a natural move towards sustainability, once a certain level of growth has
been achieved, is underlined by the development paths of a certain group of industrialized
countries, such as Northern European countries. Germany and the Scandinavian countries,
for example, have successfully recovered large forest areas that were heavily depleted and
they cleaned up many heavily polluted rivers and lakes. The Kuznets-Curve thus can work
for particular ecosystems and within specific countries. The question is, however, whether
the Kuznets-Curve also works for the largest environmental problem, climate change.

In an empirical study, Cole, Rayner, and Bates highlighted the correlation between
income levels and the decline of different kinds of emissions in several OECD (Organisa-
tion for Economic Co-operation and Development) countries (Cole et al. 1997). Their find-
ing pointed to certain thresholds for the emission levels of certain pollutants in developed,
growth-oriented societies. However, Cole et al. also accounted for carbon dioxide emis-
sions, the pollutant mainly responsible for the greenhouse effect. This indicator did not
reach a turning point at any stage during the study (Antal and Van Den Bergh 2016), and in
those cases where emissions at least grew slower, like in the United Kingdom or Germany,
the question arises whether these countries have not simply outsourced some of their most
emission-intensive industries to China and other emerging economies.

Apparently, the same applies to other environmental indicators, such as waste, energy
use by transport, and traffic volumes. While the Kuznets-Curve may hold true for certain
pollutants and environmental indicators for some countries, it does not pass the test on
other relevant environmental issues and on a global level. The projected thresholds of
growth may be attained, but the turn towards sustainable development does not come
automatically. It, therefore, needs a framework of policies, regulations, and public aware-
ness for a turn towards sustainable consumption and production, while maintaining growth
levels (Panayotou 1997; Andreoni and Levision 2001).

Weak and strong sustainability

Sustainability has become a universally used term for future-oriented models of economic
and societal processes. Yet, as indicated above, it can be interpreted in concurring ways. Two
broad categories can be distinguished. On the one hand, the idea of “weak sustainability” is
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based on the assumption of equity between natural and reproducible capital (Hediger 1999;
Pelenc and Ballet 2015). In other words, the extraction of resources and the production of
commodities by other material means produce the same kind of capital. This assumption
correlates with two solutions to environmental problems: First, damages that stem from
the exploitation of nature can be compensated for with the profit it generates. Second,
future technological innovations will be able to solve emerging ecological challenges. From
this point of view, sustainability means securing the well-being of future generations by
any means, decoupled from the integrity of ecosystems.

On the other hand, the term “strong sustainability” implies that natural capital has a
unique worth, which is not interchangeable with human-made commodities. Ecosystems
are an essential part to human well-being; hence, they cannot be destroyed irreparably in
the name of economic growth. This assumption leads to an understanding of sustainability
that competes with contemporary growth-maximizing economic policies. Whereas eco-
nomic growth remains an essential factor to development, strong sustainable development
would need to cut growth levels in order to maintain critical ecosystems and avoid irrevers-
ible effects of human activity on the natural environment. Both terms understand natural
resources as a certain kind of capital that can, and should, be commodified for accelerating
economic growth. However, they differ on the maximum level of resource extraction and
the effect certain levels have on both human societies and ecological systems. Another
difference, moreover, is the importance they ascribe to the integrity of nature in the
interplay between human well-being and ecosystems.

Green growth vs. degrowth

Against the backdrop of ongoing economic globalization and existing development
challenges, there is a controversial debate on the right way forward. In fact, there are
numerous strategies and proposals on how to alter and reform the global economy to
mitigate negative effects on the natural environment. Two existing approaches stand out
and contrast sharply with each other. First, some experts propose a leapfrogging/green
growth/green economy to bridge increased energy needs in developing countries with
innovative green technologies.

The World Bank defines green growth as “making growth processes resource-efficient,
cleaner and more resilient without necessarily slowing them” (World Bank 2011: 2). This
can be interpreted as a manual for both “leapfrogging” developing countries and industrial-
ized countries pivoting to sustainable industries. Developing countries could directly use
energy and resource efficient, clean technologies, instead of building their economy on
pollution- and resource-heavy industries. The green growth model still depends on the
extraction of natural resources, but at a much slower rate, with non-renewable resources
being a sort of backbone for an economy mainly based on renewable energy. Accordingly,
the status quo in most industrial countries requires a slightly different approach to green
growth. In these countries, it is essential to balance out the need for short-term growth
with investments in sustainability (Smulders et al. 2014).

As a result, the pressure on ecosystems decreases and productivity will increase in the
long-term, offsetting short-term losses. In contrast to the Kuznets-Curve, advocates of
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green growth are aware of the need for policies and regulation to foster a sustainable eco-
nomic development and often call for a strong involvement of the state (UNEP 2011). The
notion of green growth has now become the hegemonic discourse in most international
organizations. For example, both the OECD and the World Bank call for the phasing out of
fossil fuel subsidies, governmental regulation to enhance energy efficiency, and more wide-
spread information on sustainability (Antal and Van Den Bergh 2016). Although the specific
policy solutions of political actors vary, green growth, as an overall concept, therefore
stands for the integration of environmental and economic objectives. Most prominently,
the concept has been advocated by a group of senior scholars and elder statesman, includ-
ing Nicholas Stern from the London School of Economics and Felipe Calderdn, former
president of Mexico. They lead the New Climate Economy Project, which issues influential
reports conveying the message that better growth and better climate protection do not
contradict each other (The New Climate Economy 2017).

Other experts take a more skeptical view and propose a degrowth approach, claiming
that “Prosperity Without Growth” is not only possible but also necessary in order to effec-
tively deal with the existing global environmental challenges (Jackson 2009; Klein 2014).
Advocates of this approach understand economic growth as a fundamental obstacle to
sustainability and ecologically sound societies. This is based on the observation that capital-
ist modes of production, consumption, and the sheer amount of commodified goods
increase constantly — and with them also pollution, the exploitation of ecosystems, and
greenhouse gas emissions (Alexander 2012: 356). Accordingly, Demaria et al. characterize
degrowth as “an attempt to re-politicize the debate on the much needed socio-ecological
transformation, affirming dissidence with the current world representations and searching
for alternative ones” (Demaria et al. 2013: 192). The alternative that most advocates of the
degrowth model put forward is a down-scaled global economy that is focused on local
production to serve people’s actual needs (Martinez-Alier et al. 2010).

Rather unsurprisingly in a hyper-globalized and growth-oriented world economy, the
degrowth approach has so far not received widespread recognition among influential
decision-makers, but is pushed by certain environmental groups and civil society
organizations. This approach is much more radical than most mainstream ideas of weak
sustainability (see above) as it challenges the underlying growth paradigm for our economic
well-being. In addition, it criticizes many current practices of environmental protection,
such as recycling, offsetting, and car-sharing, which all might do a little good but rather
help privileged layers of society to maintain their lifestyles (Dauvergne 2016: speaks of
“Environmentalism of the Rich”).

Neo-extractivism and Buen Vivir

The development model advocated by the main actors in the global system has, over the
last decades, been a neoliberal one. Whether this model has been successful is subject to
contentious political and academic debates. However, some countries, especially in Latin
America, have started to decouple their development from neoliberal policies (Burchardt
and Dietz 2014: 470). Bolivia and Ecuador, for instance, have remodeled their economies on
a state-controlled basis. Consequently, the extraction of their rich resources runs through
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state-owned institutions (Cori and Monni 2015). Raw materials represent an important
share of the exports of many of these countries and are hence an essential factor in the
development and funding of social welfare systems, infrastructure, and public services.
This dynamic produces a certain power structure within societies that is relevant to both
environmental and sociological analysis, often leading to new forms of rent-seeking and
the danger of the resource curse (Cori and Monni 2015). Those who have power over
nature (by extracting resources) are those who have power over society (courtesy of the
selling of resources and spending those funds). As the extraction of natural resources is the
main or sole basis of power for ruling classes (North and Grinspun 2016), a shift away
from this model of economic growth seems unlikely. Additionally, the dependency of
development on raw material exports could lead to a severe backdrop of economic growth
in a global economy that has shifted away from the use of natural resources for eco-
nomic production, and is likely to shape the global political economy of the 21st century
(Collier 2010).

Another alternative perspective on development relates to the concept of Buen Vivir
(Acosta 2017). The origins of this concept go back to the cosmovisions of Andean peoples
that advocate a legal standing for the natural environment (Walsh 2010). Such a rights
approach to nature diverges from the mainstream modes of production and consumption
in the global political economy. The philosophy behind the concept of Buen Vivir has
inspired several social movements in Latin America and has lately even been expressed at
political and institutional levels, including the international climate negotiations (Fabricant
2013). In 2008, Ecuador became the first country in the world to install the rights of nature,
as well as a couple of related provisions, in its national constitution. In particular, the pre-
amble of Ecuador’s new constitution envisions a new form of citizenship that embraces
diversity and harmony with the natural environment in order to live well (Becker 2011).
Moreover, the constitution acknowledges the inalienable rights of ecosystems and requires
the government to penalize violations of these rights.

Who are the relevant actors?

A second major theme focuses on who rules — thus, on the agents of environmental
governance and development. Whereas most environmental scholarship was, at its very
beginning, just as state-centric as all other sub-disciplines of Political Science, the current
scholarship is highly aware of the multi-actor constellations that dominate environmental
politics. Hence, many of the most important debates on how either regimes or inter-
national organizations, as well as business and non-business non-state actors, influenced
politics were first explored in the field of economic, environmental, and development
politics.

A good example of the role of various actors in the interplay between different policy
spheres is the debate about global governance that, from its very beginning, had an
analytical as well as a normative dimension (Dingwerth and Pattberg 2006). Particularly,
researchers and non-governmental organizations working on the role of international
financial institutions, as well as on the World Bank, criticized the negative impact these
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institutions have on the natural environment (Rock 1996). The International Monetary
Fund or the World Trade Organization were perceived as much more powerful than the
more weakly organized United Nations Environment Programme or the United Nations
Development Programme. In fact, when comparing their financial means, the access these
organizations have to the highest policy-making level, or their influence on hegemonic
discourses, the World Bank, and other international financial institutions, clearly stand out.

Nevertheless, scholarship on the role of bureaucracies (Barnett and Finnemore 2005) or sec-
retariats in environmental and developmental organizations (Biermann and Siebenhiiner
2009), on synergies and conflicts between international institutions (Oberthiir and Gehring
2006), the analysis of the advantages and disadvantages of fragmentation within the insti-
tutional setting of these organizations (Zelli and van Asselt 2013), or the debate on the
emergence of regime complexes, e.g. in the field of climate politics (Keohane and Victor
2011), have all shown that these actors are often highly influential beyond their legal man-
date. This can most prominently be observed in global climate politics, where the secre-
tariat of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change is currently
loosening its straitjacket by gradually expanding its original spectrum of activity and ori-
ginal mandate in a creative way (Hickmann et al. forthcoming).

Finally, two developments underscore the ambivalence of the role and function of
international organizations. First, the attempt to replace the United Nations Environment
Programme with an International Environmental Organization (that might create a
level-playing-field in the global arena between the policy domains of environment and
economy) failed at the Rio+20 conference in 2012 due to the strong opposition of the
United States and a couple of other countries (Bauer 2015). Second, a countervailing trend
is that, at least rhetorically, all international organizations now have a very strong focus on
sustainable development. Particularly, the World Bank is attempting to go beyond
green-washing and has, for example, become very active in financing renewable energy proj-
ects in rural areas of the least developed countries. Still, their financing for conventional
energy systems outweighs their financing for renewable energies.

The relevant agents in the global political economy also include non-state actors of
various kinds. Whereas research in the 1990s fixated on whether either non-profit non-
governmental organizations or for-profit business actors would, by themselves, become so
important that they acquire “private authority” (Cutler et al. 1999), scholarship in the 2000s
stressed the interaction effects of various non-state and state actors. Particular emphasis
has, for example, been placed on the role multi-stakeholder partnerships have in the
follow-up of the World Summit on Sustainable Development at Johannesburg in 2002,
where the idea of partnerships was strongly advocated (Pattberg 2007). This hype has,
however, slowed down as research showed that the effectiveness of these partnerships is
not, per se, higher than state-led programs. Moreover, some of the most important
elements that are necessary to increase the outcome and eventual impact of partnerships
are a sustainable financial commitment and good management — aspects well known from
classical development programs (Beisheim et al. 2014).

On a positive note, two trends are worth mentioning: First, non-governmental organiza-
tions in these policy fields no longer just act simply as watchdogs or agenda-setters. They
have also become service and knowledge providers and are often implementing many of
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the most progressive programs in this field. This has been well researched for the field of
global climate politics, where non-state actors became particularly active after the failure of
national governments to adopt a new international climate treaty at the United Nations
climate summit in Copenhagen in 2009. Non-state actors have thus initiated various cli-
mate governance experiments (Hoffmann 2011) or have acted in an entrepreneurial spirit
and set rules by themselves, e.g. private standards for the carbon market (Green 2014).
Second, similarly to the international organizations mentioned above, non-state actors and
multi-stakeholder partnerships claim to have a sustainable development focus and thus at
least try to mainstream action to address environmental problems.

The final actor that should not be forgotten is the nation-state. Most literature in the
1990s and in the 2000s either neglected the role of the nation-state as a potentially positive
actor, and perceived it as a “dysfunctional form of political organization” (Falkner 2013:
252), or when dealing with the state as an agent, took it as a unitary actor or “black box”
(Purdon 2015). Only more recently has the literature on green transformations started to
consider the state as an actor more serious advancing the role of a “green state”
(Meadowcroft 2005; Eckersley 2006). A particular focus has been put on the role bureau-
cracies play in also bringing about transformational change in environmental politics
(Lederer et al. forthcoming). This literature builds on the insight that the administrative
structures of modern nation-states can be extremely powerful institutions that can be
used for “good” as well as “bad” policies (a more recent elaboration can be found in
Fukuyama (2014); for the classical treatment of the power of bureaucracies, see Weber
(1920/2013).

This focus on state capacities takes up insights of the literature on governance and devel-
opment, arguing that the question of “Why nations fail” (Acemoglu and Robinson 2012) or
why peace-keeping operations are successful (Paris 2004) cannot be answered without an
understanding of how institutions, or in the words of Douglas North “the rules of the
game”, (North 1991) are being set up. This literature stresses that, on the one hand,
effectiveness and legitimacy of any governance intervention strongly depends on specific
capacities to ensure that public administrations, non-governmental organizations,
multi-stakeholder partnerships, et cetera can deliver what they have promised. For the case
of state-building, Fukuyama makes the simple argument that “before governments can be
constrained, they have to generate power to actually do things. States, in other words, have
to be able to govern” (Fukuyama 2014: 52). However, Fukuyama is also pointing out that
strong governments (or, in fact, all institutions) also have to be supplemented by checks
and balances.

This neo-institutionalist debate is nicely mirrored in the question of how much
environmental stewardship can be brought about through bottom-up processes that
primarily rely on deliberation (Stevenson and Dryzek 2014) or through top-down “environ-
mental authoritarianism” e.g. in China (Beeson 2010; Gilley 2012). This issue is similarly
taken up in the debate on how much of a “developmental state” is necessary in order to
bring about growth — a factor that has been decisive in East and South East Asian “growth
miracles” (Evans 1995; Wade 2004). Finding a balance that combines bottom-up and top-
down elements in a satisfying manner is most likely one of the most important challenges
of environmental and developmental governance in the time to come.
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Conclusions and outlook

We face great challenges in the 21st century. The natural environment is threatened by
intensified economic globalization but, at the same time, we have tremendous develop-
ment challenges in many parts of the world that, most likely, can only be solved through
increased economic activity and transboundary exchange. China is the perfect example of
this dilemma. In the past decade, the Chinese government has significantly reduced the
country’s poverty rates through an unleashing of economic freedoms — yet, at the expense
of political freedom and at the cost of enormous environmental devastation.

This example underscores the fact that new development paths need to be explored, and
apparently, the ultimate question of our times is whether, and how, we will manage to rec-
oncile economic growth, development in its multidimensional aspects, and the planetary
boundaries that we are in persistent danger of transgressing. No matter if this will result in
a new form of green growth or whether we, as societies, seriously turn to concepts of
degrowth, evidence for a “great transformation” on a global scale is needed and already
underway (WBGU 2011). Such a transformation will be first and foremost a political task
since such transformative changes do not come about only through technological innova-
tions or the power of markets (Scoones et al. 2015).

In practical terms, it is of utmost importance to understand, on the one hand, the agents of
change and resistance and, on the other hand, the structural opportunities and barriers of such
transformations. Particularly when focusing on the chances of low-carbon development, we
should not be naive about the fact that certain societal groups and countries will lose out and
will try to act as spoilers. While it is easy to blame countries like Saudi Arabia or the current
United States administration under President Trump as climate or environmental villains, we
should not forget that very poor people will also often resist changes towards green technolo-
gies as the proposed changes do not bring about any short-term advantages for them and their
families. And, even more problematic, it is “our” lifestyle of the upper and middle classes in the
North and in the South that has to change drastically. Thus, coalitions of the willing will have
to be built, compensation will have to be paid, and fights about distribution will have to happen
if we seriously aim to divert from our current path of unsustainability.

Academia and scientists can play a key role in this endeavor, be it because their technical
expertise is necessary or because academics might generate new ideas or engage as activist
scholars within the environmentalist movement (Wapner 2016). From a more scholarly
perspective, we argue that the following three issues warrant further attention to better
understand the interrelationship between economic globalization and environmental
protection/degradation:

«  First, we need a better understanding of the interplay between the various actors con-
cerned with the global response to existing environmental challenges. In fact, a key
issue with regard to the solution of problems like climate change, biodiversity loss, and
desertification is how to build a synergetic division of labor across different govern-
mental levels and societal actors. For instance, to limit global warming to 1.5° Celsius,
coordinated efforts at all levels of government, and by all parts of the society, are
required, each utilizing their comparative advantage.
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Second, the disciplines of political science and global environmental politics still focus
too much on Northern issues, whereas not enough attention is dedicated to the needs
and priorities of people living in the so-called global South. As an example, take the
role of cities: It is of course wonderful that cities like Bristol, Copenhagen, Freiburg, or
Toronto become greener, but the future of the globe depends much more on the
further evolution of Beijing, Jakarta, Lagos, and Rio de Janeiro. We thus need to
redirect some of our scholarly attention to critical developments in other parts of the
world.

Third, studies of global environmental politics need to become more political, and this
includes more analysis of the global political economy of development. Too often, our
assumption is still that environmental policies lead to win/win situations and we pay
attention neither to the (economic) losers of specific policies nor to the distributional
consequences that transformative changes bring about. With Brexit, the Trump presi-
dency, and far-right parties on the rise in numerous European countries, we should
also be much more aware in our scholarly work that those who perceive themselves as
losing out from progressive policies are a force to reckon with.

Thus, studies of global environmental politics have to overcome the old dichotomy of

critical vs. problem-solving approaches (Cox 1992), as environmental scholarship, almost by

definition, has to be both. In other words, we should not engage in academic in-fighting,

pushing our respective epistemological, methodological, or ontological “camps”, as time is
running out in order to sustain the natural basis of life on earth, for us as well as for future
generations.
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Environmental
security

Hannah Hughes

Security is a popular term in the study and everyday discussion of politics. Most com-
monly, it is used in relation to war, nuclear weapons and terrorist threats. Governments
and media representations will commonly identify these kind of issues as threats to
national security. More recently, however, environmental problems are also identified
and described as security threats, particularly climate change and its potential for causing
widespread disruption to food production, extreme weather events, climate refugees and
even climate wars. Despite the regularity of its usage, we should not accept security as
a benign term — as merely a word to describe the reality of different kinds of threats.
The term security carries with it baggage, and as we will see, the use of security does
things — it changes the actors and events it is used to describe. The aim of this chapter is
to identify this “baggage” and build a pathway that enables us to explore how the environ-
ment and environmental degradation have become linked to security. Through this jour-
ney, we will observe how the environment has been constructed as a threat to national
survival, human survival and even the survival of the planet itself. We will also learn why
it is important to think about security as exactly that, a social construct, where different
definitions of the problem serve different interests, actors and purposes. Thinking about
security in this way will enable us to ask what environmental security offers us as students,
scholars and practitioners in terms of collectively understanding and responding to
environmental degradation.

Traditional security thinking

To understand why there is a need to look carefully at the term “environmental security”
and its usage, we need to have a closer look at how security is used within the discipline of
International Relations (IR) and the study of politics more broadly. This is important
because it gives us an insight into the significance of the security concept and the kinds of
associations that are made when it is used. Traditionally, the study of IR was most
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concerned with war and peace: what are the causes of war and how can we prevent it? This
focused scholars’ attention on the role and purpose of the state and inter-state relations.’
One of the first things that a student of IR learns is that the ultimate function of the state
is to guarantee the security of its people. State survival comes before all else, because there
are no social goods to be shared between a political community without security to attain
and protect them. As such, one of the most critical functions of government is to ensure
the security of its people. Through this lens, security comes before all else. This makes
security — understanding how it can be established and maintained — one of the most
important topics of study within IR. Most commonly, security is conceived as national
security, where the greatest threat to national survival is another state, and scholars focus
their attention on “the threat, use, and control of military force” (Nye and Lynn-Jones, 1988
in Walt 1991).

However, during the 1980s, scholars began to question the adequacy of the state-centric,
military approach to security studies and to identify other kinds of threats, such as environ-
mental degradation and economic decline, as threats to national security. Contributions by
Ullman (1983) on Redefining Security and Buzan’s (1983) book People, States and Fear
are particularly important. Although their work remained focused on the state as threat-
ened by and guaranteeing security, they challenged the narrow, military focus of security
studies and identified the need to acknowledge the security implications and effects of
non-traditional threats (see Table 4.1). This challenge to notions of security is also traceable
in the international policy arena. In 1988, for example, Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev

Table 4.1 Types of security and what they identify as a threat/threatened

Type of “security”
National Security

National Security
(broadened
agenda)
Environmental
Security

Human Security
Ecological

Security
Climate Security

Referent object
The state

The state

The state

Individual human beings/
human freedom and
wellbeing

Biosphere (ecological
systems and processes)

Depends on who speaks it:

The state

Human beings
Climate stability
Life as we know it

Threat/key concerns

Traditional threats: other states (war,
military, nuclear weapons)
Non-traditional threats: terrorism,
pandemics (e.g. ebola), migration,
climate change

Environmental degradation,
overpopulation and resource scarcity
as sources of conflict, migration, etc.
Environmental degradation as a threat
to development and human rights

Human activities

Impacts of climate change are uneven
and threaten:

global health, food security, sea-level,
mass migration, etc.
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suggested that environmental issues, like climate change, could pose a greater “threat from
the sky” than missiles (quoted in Norman Myers 1993, 11). The 1980s, then, marked the
beginning of a shift in security thinking, both in academic and policy circles, away from a
narrow focus on war and military to include a broader set of potential security issues; a shift
that accelerated at the end of the Cold War. As we shall see, this shift in thinking would
challenge both what scholars and practitioners identified as threats and how they conceived
of the notion of security.

The most important event in the unravelling of traditional approaches to security is the
end of the Cold War. Until 1989, the world of security threats mapped on to traditional secu-
rity thinking, and vice versa: state stockpiling and deployment of nuclear weapons was the
gravest threat to international peace and security during this period. But scholars of security
studies did not predict the end of the Cold War, and they were limited in their capacity to
explain this dramatically transformed international security environment. Security actors and
institutions also suddenly found themselves in a situation where the threat they had focused
on for decades — the Soviet Union — and, in many cases, their reason for being, no longer
existed. As a result, there was suddenly both a need and space for rethinking the meaning of
security, and the environment would become a critical component of security’s remaking.

The emergence of environmental security

Above, we identified some of the key influences that have shaped the study of security in
international politics: the centrality of the state, war and the military. This is important
because these same influences have impacted how the environment and security have
been linked, and thus how we think about and study environmental security in Global
Environmental Politics (GEP) today. In order to understand how the concept of environ-
mental security has evolved over time, it is necessary to trace its emergence and popular-
ization with the end of the Cold War, which is when threats from environmental
degradation and the term “environmental security” began to appear more frequently in
scholarly literature, on policy agendas and in media analyses. The aim of the following
two sections of this chapter is to identify important figures in the popularization of environ-
mental security, and to explore some of the criticism and implications of linking environ-
mental degradation with security thinking.

The security threat posed by environmental degradation was first identified in the
1970s (Brown 1977; Falk 1971), and in 1987, the phrase “environmental security” entered
into international debates through the Brundtland Report on Our Common Future (Trom-
betta 2008; World Commission on Environment and Development 1987). The early liter-
ature on environmental security identified the environment and environmental
degradation as the next great threat to national security. A notable example of this is an
article by Mathews (1989) on “Redefining Security”, which was published in Foreign Policy.
Matthews suggests that the 1990s will demand a redefinition of what constitutes national
security, with the need to broaden the definition to include “resource, environmental and
demographic issues” (Mathews 1989, 162). While Mathews identifies resource scarcity,
particularly water, for its potential to lead to conflict, she identifies downward economic
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performance and political instability as the main sources of insecurity arising from environ-
mental decline. In her words:

Human suffering and turmoil make countries ripe for authoritarian government or
external subversion. Environmental refugees spread the disruption across borders.
(Mathews 1989, 168)

The threat posed to national security by environmental degradation was more widely pop-
ularized by an apocalyptic vision from Robert Kaplan in “The Coming Anarchy”, which
appeared in The Atlantic Monthly. Kaplan depicts a scene of Third World countries scarce in
resources, overpopulated and riddled with malaria and HIV collapsing into chaos and
threatening Western interests and world order. As Kaplan writes:

It is time to understand the Environment for what it is: the national-security issue of
the early twenty-first century. The political and strategic impact of surging popula-
tions, spreading disease, deforestation and soil erosion, water depletion, air pollution,
and, possibly, rising sea levels in critical overcrowded regions like the Nile Delta and
Bangladesh—developments that will prompt mass migrations and, in turn, incite
group conflicts—will be the core foreign-policy challenge from which most others
will ultimately emanate, arousing the public and uniting assorted interests left over
from the Cold War.

Many environmental scholars were critical of the environmental threat as depicted by
Mathews and Kaplan, particularly its focus on the global South, and these are reviewed in
the following section. Despite its critics, however, environmental security had broad
appeal and some effect on the audiences it was addressing. One of the main motivations
behind linking the environment to security was to capture the attention of policymakers.
Precisely because national security is one of the core functions of governments, identify-
ing the next great threat as environmental degradation and tying this to economic decline
and mass migration raised the stakes in environmental policymaking. Part of what auth-
ors aimed to achieve, then, was to bring greater attention to the state of global environ-
mental decline and to increase the pressure on policymakers to deal with this as a more
urgent policy issue.

At the same time, identifying the environment as a security issue also provided new
threats and new purposes for the security organizations that needed to reorientate them-
selves with the end of the Cold War in 1989. There is evidence of this is in the first appear-
ance of environmental security in the United States National Security Strategy (NSS) in
1991. Kaplan’s article is said to have been influential in this regard, with the Under Secretary
of State for Global Affairs, Timothy Wirth, apparently having a copy sent to every US
embassy (Matthew 2002, 111). Then, in 1993, the Clinton administration created the posi-
tion of Deputy Under Secretary for Environmental Security within the Department of
Defense (DOD). This institutional attention to environmental security is also apparent
within Europe, where in 1995, a NATO (North Atlantic Treaty Organization) Committee
on the Challenges of Modern Society (CCMS) initiated a study of environmental security,
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the results of which are said to have influenced the incorporation of environmental
considerations into development programmes (Trombetta 2008, 592). The European
Union (EU) is thought to have used these concerns over the security implications of
environmental degradation to develop security capabilities and competencies at the EU
level, including “the creation of a European satellite system for the ‘global monitoring for
" (Council of the European Union 2000 in Trombetta 2008, 592).
While these shifts in the security landscape are judged as relatively superficial (Floyd 2007;

environment and security

Thomas 1997), they nevertheless highlight how academic thinking and security practices
began to reconsider what constituted a global threat in the post-Cold War era and provide
evidence of the environment’s place on this changing security agenda.

Environmental conflict and its critics

As the early environmental security literature indicates, a range of threats were identified
as arising from and contributing to environmental degradation, one of the most often cited
being overpopulation (see Table 4.1). The major concern was that as human populations
expand, so too does the demand on finite resources such as water, food and oil. The fear is
that this resource scarcity has the potential to generate resource wars — as populations
attempt to secure the resources they need to sustain themselves, develop and grow. From
what we have learnt about traditional security thinking above, it is not surprising that ideas
around resource wars and environmental conflict were readily grasped and popularized.
The idea of resource wars linked environmental degradation to traditional ways of under-
standing security — the state, war and military — and thereby made environmental security
amenable to institutional practices for understanding and responding to threats. In order to
take a closer look at this, the following section examines how the environmental conflict
thesis has been treated academically, received by policy communities and, in turn, the
criticism it has generated (see Table 4.2).

During the 1990s, considerable effort went into establishing the empirical relationship
between resource scarcity and conflict. The work of Thomas Homer-Dixon is the most
influential in this regard, underpinning Kaplan’s apocalyptic vision and informing the
White House through briefs with Vice President Gore (Matthew 2002, 111). Homer-Dixon
led a number of international research projects during the 1990s that aimed to establish the
relationship between environmental stress in poor countries and violent conflict. After
nearly a decade of study, the main conclusion of these research efforts was that environ-
mental scarcity was an indirect, rather than direct, driver of conflict. > As Homer-Dixon
concludes:

Environmental scarcity . . . can contribute to civil violence, including insurgencies
and ethnic clashes . . . the incidence of such violence will probably increase as scarci-
ties of cropland, freshwater, and forests worsen in many parts of the developing
world. Scarcity’s role in such violence, however, is often obscure and indirect. It inter-
acts with political, economic, and other factors to generate harsh social effects that in
turn help to produce violence.

(Homer-Dixon 1999, p. 177)
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Table 4.2 Critics and criticism of linking environment and security

Criticism Argument Author

North/South Overlooks the role of colonial histories, unequal Matthew, 2002

divide development, and related structural injustices Simon Dalby,
“South” portrayed as the source of instability 1999, 2000

threatening the “North”
Overshadows the responsibility of the global North
Shared challenge

Inappropriate  Links environmental degradation to the national Daniel Deudney
mind-set security mind-set 1990
Risks undermining the globalist sensibility of Ole Waever 1995

environmentalism
Us/them and threat/defense mentality of national
security thinking

Inappropriate  Military and war destructive of the environment Matthias Finger
institutional 1994
response

The research underpinning these conclusions suggested that developing countries were
particularly at risk from the effects of resource scarcity because of the decreased capacity
for social and technical ingenuity.

Despite the difficulty in precisely positioning environmental scarcity in the causal chain of
conflict, resource wars and, more recently, climate wars (Dyer 2011; Welzer 2017) remain a pop-
ular way of linking environment and security. While many of these are dramatic accounts for
popular audiences (Dyer 2011; Welzer 2017), the linkage is also drawn between climate change
and recent conflicts in United Nations (UN) reporting and academic literature. A report by the
United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), for example, identifies environmental issues
and competition over resources as important “causative factors in the instigation and perpetua-
tion of contlict in Sudan” (UNEP 2007, 8). And, in Syria, the effects of drought, likely deepened
by climate change, are considered important contributory factors to the conflict (Kelley et al.
2015). Drawing attention to, and emphasizing, the relationship between environmental degrad-
ation and conflict enables actors to raise the stakes in global environmental policymaking. It also
makes it easier to incorporate environmental degradation and its impacts into existing national
security institutions, and it is this that has generated criticism amongst GEP scholars.

The criticism generated by the environmental conflict thesis was directed at both the
empirical approach of Homer-Dixon’s conflict thesis (Barnett 2000) and at how this research
was taken up and deployed (Matthew 2002) (see Table 4.2 for a summary). Richard Matthew,
for example, highlights the ahistorical nature of the arguments, which overlook the role of
colonial histories, unequal development and related structural injustices, which provide critical
context for any conclusions drawn about the global South and the presence or likelihood
of conflict. Matthew also reminds us that “societies of all types have usually proven resilient
and innovative in the face of environmental change” (Matthew 2002, 114). Other scholars
have greater concerns about linking the environment to the national security mind-set.
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Daniel Deudney highlights that the traditional focus of national security on violent interstate
conflict has little in common with either environmental problems or solutions. He warns that
trying to raise attention of environmental degradation by linking it to security may be counter-
productive, as “the nationalist and militarist mind-set closely associated with “national secur-
ity” threatens to undermine the globalist sensibility more often associated with environmental
scholarship” (Deudney 1990, 474). Scholars are concerned by the “us” and “them” mentality
prevalent in national security thinking, which they suggest could lead to an inappropriate con-
struction of our environment “as a threat/defence problem” (Waever 1995, 65). Such thinking
is evidenced in the framing of environmental security by Mathews and Kaplan, which in effect,
leads to environmental resources being identified as national interests that need to be pro-
tected from other nations, usually with the underdeveloped global “South” portrayed as the
source of instability threatening the “North™ (Dalby 1999, 2000). As Simon Dalby highlights,
this reduces the opportunity for the industrialized North to take greater responsibility for caus-
ing environmental problems and acknowledging the shared nature of the challenge. In fact, as
Matthias Finger reminds us, the military and war are directly destructive of the environment;
thus, the military model of framing and dealing with environmental change is more likely to
impede effective environmental action than contribute to a greener world (Finger 1994).

Deepening environmental security

What we have observed so far is the emergence of the environment on a broadened security
agenda. This means that, in a relatively short period of time, the environment had a place
on some national security agendas alongside other non-conventional threats, such as global
health, economic decline and poverty. However, while the security agenda had been
broadened, security thinking had not necessarily been challenged. As illustrated by the
environmental conflict thesis, constructions of environmental security remained tied to the
state, national interest and military threat and response. But the unravelling of security did
not stop there. Scholars also began to conceive of environmental degradation as a threat to
individual human beings (Barnett 2001; Page 2002) and to the biosphere itself (Barnett
2001). This is identified as the deepening of the security concept, where objects other than
the state are identified as threatened (Krause and Williams 1996).

It is possible to identify this shift in thinking in the work of individual scholars. For exam-
ple, in 1989, Norman Myers first conceptualized environmental issues along traditional
national security lines (Myers 1989). However, in his 1993 book Ultimate Security, his defi-
nition of security had deepened to the individual as referent object:

security applies most at the level of the individual. It amounts to human well being:
not only protection from harm and injury but access to other basic requisites that are
the due of every person on earth.

(Myers 1993, 31)

Conceptions of human security shift the focus of attention from the state and the military
to protecting individual human freedom and wellbeing (see Table 4.1). The notion of
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human security opens security to a broader range of threats, including extreme natural and
technological disasters (Adger et al. 2014, 758), and in doing so, enables scholars and
international organizations to highlight the transnational characteristics of environmental
threats and the interdependencies between “development, human rights and national
security” (UN 2009). Thus, while state-centred approaches to environmental security, like
the notion of resource wars, were taken up by national security organizations, human secu-
rity, understood as “freedom from fear and freedom from want”, emerged as an important
concept within the UN system, particularly in the development agenda (United Nations
Development Programme 1994; UN Millennium Declaration 2000).

The linkage between environment and security has also been explored in relation to
human’s negative impact on the biosphere (Barnett 2001). Conceptions of ecological
security move from the threat that environmental change poses to the nation state or
individual human beings to the threat humans pose to ecological systems and processes
(see Table 4.1). The aim of these conceptions of security is to draw attention to the
ecological systems that we depend on as human beings and, ultimately, to maintain “the
ecological equilibrium in the long term” that sustains us (Barnett 2001, 109). In this
definition of environmental security, then, it is the biosphere that is at threat and which
needs to be secured. While non-human centred approaches to security have not had the
same impact as the environmental conflict-thesis or human security approaches, they have
been promoted by some international bodies, such as the UNEP (Ibid). This brings us to an
important feature of environmental security debates — the different ways of identifying and
defining the threat of environmental security, i.e. what/whom is threatened and what/
whom is secured, have very different human, environmental and policy implications and
outcomes. Thus, while the resource wars approach was readily apprehended by traditional
security actors and institutions, human security approaches fitted more with the ethos and
policy goals of UN organizations and bodies. As students of GEP, we need to be attentive
to the various actors and interests that these different ways of defining and practicing
environmental security represent and affect. Developing this attentiveness requires acquiring
the analytical skills and theoretical tools for understanding and unpacking the social
constructed nature of security, which is why we now turn to the so-called securitization
framework.

Security as a social construct

It is the initial broadening of security to include non-military threats, then the further
challenge to notions of security by identifying individual human beings and the planet as
referent objects, that has led scholars to label security as an essentially “contested concept”
(Buzan 1991). Threats exist: nuclear weapons exist and the climate is changing, and both
threaten our survival. However, the contested nature of security highlights that how we
understand and respond to these threats depends upon how they are constructed as shared
social and political problems. In this sense, security is a malleable notion, which means that
it can be constructed in different ways, by different actors and for different purposes. What
we need to do, then, is to look beyond the different ways that the environment and security
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have been linked and turn to the actors and interests behind these linkages. In order to do
this, I introduce the Copenhagen School and the securitization framework, an approach
that has enabled scholars and students alike to illuminate the social constructed nature of
security.

In the mid-1990s, one scholar began to criticize attempts to broaden and deepen security
(Waever 1995). Ole Waever suggested that there were no such things as individual or
international security because these concepts did not have a history like the traditional
notion of national security. The aim was not to claim that we should only think about and
use security in the sense of military threats and war, but to draw our attention to the idea
that security — as it is known and used today — has been constructed as a concept through
its historical usage. This means that there is no pre-given meaning to security that we can
somehow uncover through our research and relate definitively to the environment and
environmental change. Instead, we need to focus our attention on understanding the
practices of security, through which the term security has become meaningful and has had
effects. Looking at it from this perspective, Waever suggested that one of the most
important security practices is the “speech act”, the process by which actors identify a
threat and attempt to claim the authority and extraordinary measures to manage it. Waever
identified this speech-act as a process of securitization. Below, I outline the main tenets of
this approach and use it to study one particular actor’s usage of security in relation to cli-
mate change: the UK government. This enables us to both explore security as a socially
constructed phenomenon and also to explore how particular constructions of environ-
mental security serve different actors, interests and purposes.

Identifying security as a speech act underlies the development of the securitization
framework (Buzan et al. 1998). This framework combined Buzan’s (1991) broadened
agenda for security studies with Waever’s (1995) speech-act approach. The central insight in
the securitization framework is that the meaning of security “lies in its usage” (Buzan et al.
1998, 24), which enables us to explore how security is socially constructed through lan-
guage. The Copenhagen School identifies successful securitization — when both the threat
and means to deal with it are accepted by the relevant audience — as a three step process:

1  Existential threat: actors declare an issue to be an existential threat to a designated
referent object (the state, human beings, the biosphere).

2 Emergency measures: if the declaration of a security threat is accepted by the relevant
audience(s), then the right to enact absolute priority and emergency actions are
legitimized.

3 Effects: the effects on interunit relations by breaking free of the normal rules of
politics (Buzan et al. 1998, 26).

Actors may declare an issue an existential threat (a securitizing move), but it is only when
this threat and means to deal with it are accepted that the securitization is successful. The
outcome of successful securitization (and thus a motive in securitizing moves) is “absolute
priority”, enabling “emergency actions” to tackle the issue, and “justifying actions outside
the normal bounds of political procedure” (Buzan et al. 1998, 24). In theory, then, any
actor may identify an issue an existential threat and make a securitizing move. However,
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Non-politicized Politicized Securitized

Not political/state issue Political issue Above politics
and part of public policy

Figure 4.1 The spectrum from non-political to securitized.

only some actors have the authority and/or means to initiate security measures. This
framework provides a spectrum from non-politicized to securitized, and it is an issue’s
location on this spectrum which determines the urgency and means with which it is
addressed (Figure 4.1).

The Copenhagen School does not suggest that securitization is an ideal state, whereby
issues are tackled with the urgency that they require. Securitization is a political decision
that enables actors to “claim a right to handle something with less democratic control and
constraint” (Buzan et al. 1998, 29). Unlike politicization (see Figure 4.1), in which an issue
appears in the realm of everyday political choice and decision-making, securitization
presents an issue as urgent and “so important that it should not be exposed to the normal
haggling of politics but should be dealt with decisively by top-leaders prior to other issues”
(Ibid). As such, the Copenhagen School considers securitization as a negative process, “a
failure to deal with issues as normal politics” and views “desecuritization™ as preferable. In
cases of desecuritization, issues are removed from the threat-defence response and put back
into the ordinary public sphere (Ibid). This approach offers a useful way to think about the
motives behind linking environmental change to security. As reviewed above, many actors
that have made this linkage have done so in an attempt to increase the level of urgency
given to environmental issues. In response, critics of environmental security have identified
many of the same concerns as the authors of the securitization framework (Table 4.2),
highlighting the inappropriateness of the threat/defence dichotomy and a militarized
response to environmental degradation.

The idea that security is socially constructed can be difficult to grasp, and the securitiza-
tion framework may, at first, appear abstract. The easiest way to illuminate this process is
to provide an illustration — to test the theory by exploring a case of environmental security
being constructed in practice. In the following section, I describe the process and speeches
whereby the UK government constructed climate change as a threat to international
security. This demonstrates how the securitization framework can be used in our research
and enables us to explore the interests that different actors have in linking environment and
security. Before we do that, however, it is useful to identify some of the security implications
of a changing climate.

Climate security and the British government

There are many ways in which climate change can be identified as a threat to the state,
individual human beings, the biosphere and life as we know it. The Intergovernmental
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Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) is the main source of climate change knowledge for the
international community. Scientific knowledge of the causes and effects of climate change
has grown exponentially since the first IPCC Working Group I (science) report released in
1990. By the IPCC’s Fourth Assessment Report (AR4), warming of the climate system was
identified as “unequivocal”, and observable in increases in global average air and ocean
temperatures, widespread melting of snow and ice and rising global average sea level IPCC
2007, 2). The impacts of this warming are identified as having a number of global health
effects, including increases in malnutrition through shifting agricultural productivity,
increased deaths and injuries through heat waves and other extreme weather events and
altered spatial distribution of vector-borne diseases (IPCC 2007, 10). These health impacts
highlight an important feature of the insecurity arising from climate change; namely, that
the effects of climate change are not evenly spread, and at the regional, state and even the
community level, there is considerable disparity. As the Stern Review (2007) summarizes,
“climate change threatens the basic elements of life for people around the world — access to
water, food, health, and use of land and the environment” (65). Despite the serious nature
of climate change, it is only in the last decade that climate change has become more
routinely identified as a security threat.

In the late 1980s, early 1990s, climate change was largely not identified as a threat in and
of itself, but as an issue promising to increase the stress of continuing environmental
degradation and population growth (with some exceptions, see Brown 1977; Wirth 1989;
Rowlands 1991). Homer-Dixon, for example, emphasized that degradation and depletion
of agricultural lands, forests and water would be a more significant contributor to social
turmoil than climate change (Homer-Dixon 1994, 1999). There are a number of explana-
tions for this apparent oversight in the literature. As Barnett demonstrates, identifying
which particular climate risks are security issues is problematic and “has vexed environmen-
tal security scholarship” (Barnett 2003, 7). In addition, several features of climate change
impacts make conceptualization of climate security difficult. Firstly, although today there
is greater consensus on the science of climate change, when environment and security
literature first emerged in the early 1990s, the scale of change was not well understood,
varying from within adaptive capacity to a threat “second only to global nuclear war”
(Toronto Conference 1989). Secondly, with greater understanding has come greater aware-
ness of the fact that the impacts of climate change are not evenly spread. For some, the
negative effects are significant, for some, minor, and for others, there may even be benefits
(O’Brien and Leichenko 2005, 2). Thus, the idea of a global standard for “climate security”
has not been appropriate, as the planning and implementation of climate change policies
and response measures will create both winners and losers (Paavola and Adger 2003). These
two issues combine to make a third, equally problematic issue; namely, what are we
attempting to secure? What is the referent object of climate security? A stable climate,
human beings or current levels of civilization?

Despite these complexities, the linkage of climate change and security is gaining
increasing recognition, as evidenced in the IPCC Fifth Assessment Report, which included
a chapter on Human Security (Adger et al. 2014). There have also been some successful
attempts to highlight the significance and severity of climate change at the international
level by linking it to security; the Association for Small Island States (AOSIS) is a particularly
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important actor in this regard. For many members of AOSIS, climate change is a security
threat in conventional national security terms — with rising sea levels threatening national
territory and the long-term ability of people to remain living on their islands (Barnett and
Adger 2003). AOSIS have actively sought for the parties to the UN Framework Convention
on Climate Change (UNFCCC) to acknowledge the threat climate change poses to the
survival of small island states and to deepen international mitigation efforts, and have had
some success in this regard (Barnett and Campbell 2010; Corneloup and Mol 2014). Another
actor that has sought to raise the profile of climate change through security is the UK
government. By looking at the British government’s usage of security through the
securitization framework, it is possible to explore some of the motives underpinning their
constructions of climate security.

On 17 April 2007, the UK government used its chairmanship of the UN Security Council
to convene the council’s first debate on climate change (Beckett 2007). This event was the
government’s most overt attempt to frame climate change as a threat to international secu-
rity. In a research project built around the Copenhagen School’s securitization framework
(Hughes 2007), I examined the change in government’s discourse on climate change from
2000 until the above UN Security Council debate in 2007. Analyzing key documents and
speeches made by then Prime Minister Tony Blair, foreign secretary Margaret Beckett and
environment minister David Miliband, I was able to map the change in government
rhetoric over this time period. At first, the government attached climate change to the
security object tentatively and did not signify the state as the referent object. For example,
in a speech Tony Blair gave in 2000, the prime minister outlined the environmental threats,
which included population growth, water resources, soil degradation and dwindling fish
stocks, in a list of “environmental challenges” similar to those described in the environ-
ment and security literature of the late 1980s and early 1990s. He identified climate change
as “the greatest threat to our environment today”, stating: “If there is one immediate issue
that threatens global disaster, it is the changes in our atmosphere™ (Blair 2000).

By 2006, climate security had become one of the government’s strategic international
priorities, with the prime minister directing the foreign minister to, “put climate security
at the heart of her foreign policy responsibilities” (FCO Departmental Report 2006/7).
By 2007, the environment minister and the foreign secretary increasingly identified climate
change as a threat to national security for its potential to spark conflict, citing Darfur as one
such instance: “scarcity of natural resources, in particular water and food, could be a major
source of future conflict, as we are already seeing in Darfur” (Miliband 2007a). The govern-
ment did not confine its definition of climate security to national conceptions, however, it
also highlighted the economic and developmental implications for the international com-
munity. This is evident in the government’s most overt securitizing move: its chairing of a
UN Security Council debate on climate change in 2007. The UK’s Concept Paper for the
debate outlined the government’s understanding of the climate issue:

All members of the international community face a shared dilemma. To ensure well-
being for a growing population with unfulfilled needs and rising expectation we must
grow our economies. Should we fail, we increase the risk of conflict and insecurity.
To grow our economies we must continue to use more energy. Much of that energy
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will be in the form of fossil fuels. But if we use more fossil fuels we will accelerate
climate change, which itself presents risks to the very security we are trying to build.
(UK Government 2007)

The concept paper focused the debate on “the security implications of a changing climate,
including through its impact on potential drivers of conflict (such as access to energy, water,
food and other scarce resources, population movements and border disputes)” (Ibid). The
UK government constructs climate change as a shared international problem that needs to
be addressed collectively through multilateral processes. The question that the securitiza-
tion framework leads us to ask is what are their motivations behind the government’s secu-
ritizing moves? It is clear that the UK government uses the international stage of the UN
Security Council to provide an account of the climate change problem and how it should
be addressed, and makes a claim for leadership in international climate politics through the
process. Chairmanship of the UN Security Council debate enabled the UK government to
bring attention to the latest scientific findings of the newly published IPCC reports, and the
government commissioned Stern Review of the economics of climate change (Stern 2007).
It also focused attention on the climate change problem before the international climate
change conference, COP 13, where a post-Kyoto framework was to be negotiated later that
year. Despite this role in mobilising international interest in the issue, the UK government’s
construction of climate security is conservative, promoting a solution that does not
challenge prevailing models of economic growth; in fact, it safeguards these by making
continued consumption and development possible through “green growth” (Miliband
2007b). This analysis fits with Ole Waever’s scepticism of the usage of security; for him,
security is a “conservative mechanism” by which social and political elites attempt to retain
their position in a particular hierarchical order through invoking security (Waever 1995,
56). The securitisation framework provides a means for us to observe this conservativism in
action, and to illuminate the apparent tensions in actor’s securitizing moves, which like the
UK government, may appear as both progressive and conservative. Through our empirical
research, we can shed light on what is at stake for nation states, human wellbeing and the
biosphere in competing definitions of environmental security.

Conclusion

Many students of GEP are attracted to the concept of security. Security seems the obvious
way to increase the social and political willingness and urgency to tackle our present envi-
ronmental crisis. By extension, then, all we as students and researchers need to do is to
establish “how” environmental issues constitute a security threat and bring attention to the
threat environmental degradation poses. However, as this chapter has aimed to illustrate, a
sense of urgency is not the only thing attached to, and carried by, the security term. In
order to identify some of the baggage that the concept of security carries, this chapter has
provided an account of the historical emergence of the environmental security concept
and its popularization in academic and policy circles. This reveals how environmental
security was initially constructed through the national security lens, as a non-conventional
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threat alongside other transnational issues, on a broadened security agenda. This broad-
ened security agenda contributed to the unravelling of the tightly bound mind-set of
national security in both academic and policy circles, which accelerated with the end of the
Cold War. While this meant that environmental security was given a place in national
security strategies, related organizations and research agendas in the United States and
within Europe, there was also a move to deepen these definitions and consider human
wellbeing and the planet itself as referent objects threatened by global environmental deg-
radation. In order to explore some of the implications of these different ways of knowing
and institutionalizing environmental security, the chapter turned to the social constructed
nature of security and environmental threats. By exploring the British government’s
attempt to securitize climate change, I have aimed to demonstrate how particular construc-
tions of environmental security serve particular interests and purposes. It may not be
possible to identify these motives as good or bad; after all, many of us want greater attention
and global action given to climate change. At the same time, we may not agree that securing
the global economy is the right, or most effective, way to protect the planet.

Notes

1 A state is the term used to describe the national government or ruling authority of a particular
territory.

2 See Homer-Dixon (1991) for research agenda, Homer-Dixon (1994) for evidence for case studies
and Homer-Dixon (1999) for detailed report on successes of project.

Recommended reading

1. Itis worth reading some of the early contributions to the environmental security literature and its
popularization, for example:
Kaplan, R. (Feb. 1994) The Coming Anarchy. The Atlantic Monthly, 273(2), 44-76.
Mathews, J. T. (Spring 1989) Redefining Security. Foreign Affairs, 68(2), 162-177.
2. For introductions and accounts of environmental security, see:
Barnett, J. (2001) The Meaning of Environmental Security: Ecological Politics and Policy in the New Secu-
rity Era (1st edition). New York: Zed Books.
Dalby, S. (2013) Security and Environmental Change. Cambridge, UK: Polity Press.
3. For varied contributions to climate change/environmental change and human security, see:
Matthew, R. A., Barnett, J., Mcdonald, B., Brien, K. O. & Dabelko, G. (2009) Global Environmental
Change and Human Security. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
Redclift, M. R. and Grasso, M. (2013) Handbook on Climate Change and Human Security. Cheltenham,
UK and MA, USA: Edward Elgar.

Online resources

Wilson Centre Environmental Change and Security Program (ECSP) Available at: www.wilsoncenter.
org/program/environmental-change-and-security-program
ECSP New Security Beat Blog Available at: www.newsecuritybeat.org
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Sustainable 5

consumption

Doris Fuchs and Frederike Boll

Introduction

The notion of sustainable consumption approaches sustainable development through the
lens of consumption. Thereby, it aims to highlight the underlying and most fundamental
causes of environmental problems and to attribute responsibility where it is due. Specifi-
cally, a huge share of the environmental degradation arising from production processes in
developing countries then has to be linked to consumption decisions made by the global
consumer class, which predominantly resides in industrialized countries. At the same time,
sustainable consumption pinpoints the question of social justice in the use of the world’s
ecological resources and highlights the enormous asymmetries existing there.

Consumption patterns and levels can therefore no longer be seen as an individual or national
problem but become a global political issue. Additional links to global politics arise because
various aspects of the global political economy, such as the politics of trade and finance, impact
consumption patterns and levels and their environmental (and social) implications (Fuchs and
Lorek 2002). Not surprisingly, sustainable consumption has been explicitly present on the
global political agenda, in the form of Agenda 21, since the Earth Summit in Rio in 1992 (UN
1992). More recently, it became institutionalized in the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs,
“Goal 12: Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns”) at the United Nations
Sustainable Development Summit in 2015 (UN 2015) in New York.

This chapter explores perspectives on, and concepts of, sustainable consumption. It then
identifies relevant political actors and traces developments in global sustainable consumption
governance, depicts the current state of affairs, discusses obstacles to progress, and explores
policy implications. Subsequently, the chapter delineates important new developments in
sustainable consumption research. The chapter concludes with a brief summary highlighting
that — while progress towards sustainable consumption is still far from satisfactory — two
sources of hope can be identified: initiatives pursuing sustainable consumption as a goal are
growing in number and reach and promising conceptual developments, such as consumption
corridors, are adding new impetus to scientific and policy debates.
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What is consumption and why study it?

The International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences (Eglitis 2008: 105) defines consumption
as “the personal expenditure of individuals and families that involves the selection, usage,
and disposal or reuse of goods and services.” In other words, consumption entails all phases
of our dealing with goods (and services to some extent): purchase, use, and disposal. As
sociologists and psychologists will tell us, such consumption can take place for a variety of
purposes. The consumption of food and water, as well as the need for shelter and some way
to stay warm, are all requisites for survival. In today’s developed societies, however, the
purpose of consumption goes beyond this necessary fulfilment of fundamental needs. We
consume to entertain ourselves, increase our happiness (even though we sometimes achieve
the opposite), define our identity, and/or express status (Repke 1999).

But why is consumption a topic in environmental politics and policy? The answer to this
question becomes highly obvious if we consider the resource use associated with our con-
sumption. In fact, consumption may be identified as the main villain when identifying
causes of unsustainable development today.

It is more convenient to attribute responsibility for environmental degradation to pro-
duction methods and processes, of course. After all, one can argue that the consumer has
little information or influence on the environmental degradation caused at that stage.
Moreover, the number of companies involved may still be large, but it is certainly smaller
than the number of consumers and thus easier to reach and regulate. Finally, and perhaps
most fundamentally, it may be politically more acceptable to regulate production than to
constrain consumption; as long as we view consumer choice as part of our freedom in the
pursuit of happiness and as long as economic growth, which in turn is supposed to depend
on consumption, continues to be perceived as the primary and unassailable political goal.

A focus on production is insufficient for a range of reasons. For example, it does not
include the environmental degradation caused during the use and final disposal of a
product. In order to consider the environmental characteristics of a product in a compre-
hensive manner, we have to include the whole life-cycle of a product. Based on such ideas,
some practitioners and scholars prefer to speak of the concept of “sustainable consumption
and production” (SCP, e.g. United Nations 2015).

Most importantly, however, a focus that is limited to production hides the extent to
which consumption acts as an extremely powerful driving force behind environmental
degradation. It fails to attribute responsibility where it is due. Simultaneously, it obscures a
substantial share of potential strategies for intervention, change, and responsibility.

Conversely, a focus on consumption has benefits beyond allowing questions of respon-
sibility and widening the spectrum of potential political reforms. A focus on consumption
allows us to ask what the most basic objectives behind resource consumption are and,
thereby, shifts the attention to questions of well-being, needs-fulfilment, and justice as well
as notions such as sufficiency and limits (Di Giulio et al. 2012, Princen 2005). As a conse-
quence, a focus on consumption creates a real potential for societal transformation towards
sustainability.

Indeed, some sustainable consumption scholars shy away from the combined “sustainable
consumption” and production label because they fear that the production angle may lead
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to a constrained focus on improvements in resource efficiency or emission reductions, for
example, on the production side, and on improving consumer choices in purchasing, use,
and disposal decisions, on the consumption side. In the view of critical sustainable con-
sumption scholars, such a constrained focus may allow for marginal improvements towards
sustainability, but does not entail a potential for sustainability transformation.

Of course, these latter sustainable consumption scholars would not argue that the
economic actors along the production chain are free from responsibility. Even in the context
of global competition, CEOs and large investors have the possibility and responsibility to
make environmentally and socially responsible choices. Moreover, the individual consumer
is constrained in his or her consumption options by retailers’ supply choices and other
individual and structural conditions such as information, finances, or time, to name just a
few (Akenji 2014, Fuchs and Lorek 2002, Hobson 2003, Maniates 2001). A focus on sustain-
able consumption, thus, neither relieves economic actors from responsibility nor attributes
that responsibility to a large extent to individual consumers. Rather, it highlights the role
that the current system of consumption, with its politico-economic, social, and cultural
characteristics, plays in the present overstepping of planetary boundaries, as well as the
potential for transformation entailed in taking sustainable consumption seriously. The con-
sumption lens, thus, takes the whole supply chain into focus. However, it does so from the
end of the chain.

The focus on consumption in global environmental governance originally arose in the
context of debates on the main causes of environmental problems. At international confer-
ences, developed countries tended to be concerned about population growth in developing
countries, while developing countries pointed out the environmental degradation caused
by consumption levels and patterns in developed countries. Indeed, the sustainable con-
sumption debate gained considerable momentum when environmental activists and schol-
ars started to highlight that a single American in his or her lifetime would consume the
same amount of environmental resources as a large number of individuals from developing
countries together (Durning 1992). Even in today’s political debates, we run into these
questions of justice again and again. The Chinese or the Brazilians can not only easily chal-
lenge demands to reduce their greenhouse gas emissions by juxtaposing their per capita
emissions with those of the developed countries, they can also challenge such demands on
the basis that a large share of the emissions is caused by production for Western consumers.

Concepts of sustainable consumption

But what is sustainable consumption? The Oslo Roundtable in 1994 defined sustainable
consumption as

the use of services and related products which respond to basic needs and bring a
better quality of life while minimizing the use of natural resources and toxic materi-
als as well as the emissions of waste and pollutants over the life cycle of the service or
product so as not to jeopardize the needs of further generations.

(Ministry of Environment Norway 1994)



86 Doris Fuchs and Frederike Boll

Itis important, however, to differentiate between strong and weak sustainable consump-
tion (Fuchs and Lorek 2005). Weak sustainable consumption can result from increases in
the efficiency of production and consumption, which are typically reached via techno-
logical improvements. In this case, improvements in the sustainability of consumption
result from a reduction in resource consumption per consumption unit due to improve-
ments in production processes or, for example, an efficiency-friendly design. Many times,
such improvements appear to be win—win scenarios.

However, current trends in resource consumption make it very clear that improve-
ments in the efficiency of consumption will not suffice for achieving sustainable develop-
ment. Indeed, reductions in resource use achieved via technological innovation have
generally been overcompensated by increases in consumption volumes. We may have
more energy efficient appliances in households, but we also tend to use bigger ones and
more of them. Our cars may have become more fuel efficient, but our mobility in terms
of frequency and length of car and plane rides has increased. Scholars have called this
effect of (over)compensation of improvements in resource efficiency the “rebound effect”
and have identified several forms of it and reasons for its existence (Greening et al. 2000).
Most fundamentally, we know today that, after more than 40 years of discussions about
“limits to growth” and more than 20 years of sustainable consumption research and policy,
income is still the number one predictor of resource use (Boucher 2016, Kuishuang and
Hubacek forthcoming).

As a consequence, changes in consumption patterns and reductions in consumption
levels of the global consumer class, i.e. strong sustainable consumption, need to be pursued
if we want to achieve sustainability. Only strong sustainable consumption is a necessary and
sufficient condition for sustainable development. It requires questioning of the purpose,
drivers, and levels of consumption as well as consideration of consumption contexts in
terms of infrastructures and politico-economic institutions. The necessary steps for achieving
strong sustainable consumption are, of course, politically highly controversial. Yet, these
are the issues that move to the centre of attention when approaching sustainable
development from the perspective of sustainable consumption rather than sustainable
production. The distinction between strong and weak sustainable consumption is not
always clear cut (Hobson 2013). However, it serves as a highly useful tool for critical analyses
of global sustainable consumption governance.

Global sustainable consumption governance'

Sustainable consumption explicitly appeared on the global governance agenda when the
United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) called for the
adoption of sustainable consumption patterns in Chapter 4 of Agenda 21. Since then,
various actors, in particular international governmental organizations (IGOs), have
addressed the issue of sustainable consumption. Often, their goals have lacked ambition,
however, and actual progress in terms of the sustainability of consumption (by the global
consumer class) has yet to be achieved. Global sustainable consumption governance has
concentrated almost exclusively on questions of efficiency to date (and even here we find
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more rhetoric than action). The earliest “global” meetings on sustainable consumption, in
particular the Oslo meeting in 1994, adopted a much broader approach. In Oslo, the
meeting explicitly noted that a focus on eco-efficiency would not provide a sufficiently
comprehensive framework for identifying, understanding, and changing unsustainable
consumption patterns. In the following years, however, the focus and ambitions of sustain-
able consumption governance became much narrower and this more comprehensive
understanding disappeared from the political agendas. So far, there is little evidence that the
inclusion of “sustainable consumption and production” in the SDGs in 2015 will reverse
this trend.

Actors in global sustainable consumption governance

Until 2013, the Commission on Sustainable Development (CSD) was among the most
active participants in the sustainable consumption arena. It especially fostered the develop-
ment of sustainable consumption indicators and the revision of the UN Guidelines on
Consumer Protection (UN DESA 2003). This work of the CSD (and, in an institutional
context, the Division for Sustainable Development (DSD) of the United Nations Depart-
ment for Economic and Social Affairs (UN-DESA)) provided sustainable consumption with
increased visibility on the global governance agenda. However, it failed to move beyond the
debate and indicator stage or to address the dimension of strong sustainable consumption
as a governance goal. Questions regarding fundamental changes in consumption patterns
and reductions in consumption levels were raised in the context of discussions of “com-
mon but differentiated responsibilities” at the CSD, but did not find their way into official
reports and documents.

The High-Level Political Forum (HLPF), created at the UN’s Rio+20 conference in 2012
as a successor to the CSD, now monitors member states” implementation of the SDGs. For
this purpose, it has operationalized the sustainable consumption goal in terms of material
footprint and domestic material consumption (HLPF 2016). The first monitoring of Goal
12in 2018 will have to show if, and how, the HPLF thereby seriously addresses the challenges
of the (un)sustainability of consumption.

United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP)

UNEP’s Sustainable Production and Consumption Branch (formerly the Sustainable
Consumption Programme) is housed in the Division of Technology, Industry, and
Economics (DTIE) and started in 1998 with the intention of developing demand-
side oriented activities to complement DTIE’s supply-side oriented ones. Its stated goals
were to understand the forces driving global consumption patterns, to develop appropriate
activities for business and other stakeholders, and to look for potential advances for business,
governments, and NGOs. In this context, UNEP DTIE also conducted a “global consumer
survey” to gain a better understanding of consumer wants and investigated consumption
trends and indicators in a variety of fields.
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UNERP also serves as the Secretariat for the 10-Year Framework of Programmes on Sus-
tainable Consumption and Production Patterns (10YFP, subsequently elaborated in the
Marrakech process), adopted by the United Nations Conference on Sustainable Develop-
ment (Rio+20) in 2012, and collects country based examples and knowledge as well as
facilitating access to technical and financial resources for developing countries (UNEP
2016). Specifically, UNEP has identified strategic areas in which it perceives the greatest
need for further work on sustainable consumption, such as public procurement, sustain-
able tourism, sustainable food systems or providing information for consumers. Yet, NGOs
have criticized the 10 YFP strongly, all along, pointing out the weak wording, limited focus,
and failure to foster binding commitment.

Overall, UNEP has addressed a substantial range of topics related to sustainable con-
sumption, including a focus on sustainable lifestyles. Yet, a large share of its work has
focused on increasing the eco-efficiency of consumption, with a particular interest in inno-
vations for business, which was probably also fostered by the location of its sustainable
consumption activities in UNEP DTIE. Except for one publication, UNEP’s Consumption
Opportunities Report (UNEP 2001), which did raise the question of “over-consumption”,
UNEP had difficulties going beyond a weak sustainable consumption governance focus for
a long time. Today, one will find a number of references to “overconsumption” on its
website. Yet, such language still tends not to enter official documents. It remains to be seen
if more recent activities accompanying the SDG process will allow UNEP to play a more
progressive role in global sustainable consumption governance.

OECD

Acknowledging that the OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Develop-
ment) countries are home to 19 per cent of the world’s population but consume 80 per cent
of the world’s resources, the OECD addressed sustainable consumption between 1995 and
2008. The core activities included the development of a conceptual framework and
indicators as well as reports on trends, policy instruments, and decision-making, especially
for tourism, food, energy and water consumption, and waste generation, and, finally, best
practices (OECD 2002, 2008). Yet, the framework for its consumption work was clearly set
in line with the OECD’s traditional focus on economic growth and, as a consequence, failed
to go beyond the aim of improving eco-efficiency.

The European Union

In 2001, the European Council adopted a Sustainable Development Strategy (EU SDS, revised
in 2006 and 2009), which made sustainable consumption and production one of its “key
objectives” and “priorities”. In this context, the EU and its institutions held meetings with
stakeholders, published reports, and introduced its Sustainable Consumption and
Production Action Plan in 2008. This led to a number of initiatives focusing on eco-
design requirements, energy and environmental labelling, resource efficiency, and green
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public procurement (European Parliament 2017). In 2016, finally, the EU published a
“New European Consensus on Development — ‘Our World, Our Dignity, Our Future”
(EU COM 2016).

Despite the considerable number of initiatives and actions the EU took to meet its “lead-
ing role” in promoting sustainable consumption and production, however, it has yet to
seriously address and support strong sustainable consumption. While the 2007 Monitoring

>

Report of the EU SDS mentioned that sustainable development can only be achieved by
changing patterns of consumption and production, the subsequent action plan lacked
mandatory quantifiable targets and deadlines and weakly promoted cross-sectoral and
multi-level relationships instead. Likewise, the “New Consensus . . .” mentions consump-
tion in the context of a sustainable management and reduction of waste, technological
innovation also in the context of digitalization, and resource efficiency, for example, but
fails to make any reference to questions of sufficiency or levels of consumption. “Overcon-
sumption” still only appears in EU communications today in the context of an overuse of
water and other natural resources but is not linked to questions of overall consumption
levels and patterns, and normative debates regarding sufficiency, for instance, as a societal
objective do not take place. Rather, concepts such as growth, efficiency, and competitive-
ness continue to remain a pivotal focus of EU policy activities, even in the context of
sustainable development and sustainable consumption.

National governments

National governments have also been active in the area of sustainable consumption, both
early on and again particularly in the context of the adoption of the SDGs and the associ-
ated new international momentum. In this context, the efforts of the Scandinavian and
some Western European governments have been particularly noteworthy. These govern-
ments have not only sponsored a substantial amount of research on the topic of sustainable
consumption but have initiated and pursued specific initiatives to foster global and national
sustainable consumption governance. Some countries developed explicit SCP Action Plans.
However, these efforts, for the most part, have failed to address and endorse policy
measures for fostering strong sustainable consumption, as well, and the popularity of weak
instruments (i.e. informational tools) is evident throughout reports and policies.

Today, we still see considerable efforts being made at the national level. Every UN
member state is obliged to develop an implementation plan for the SDGs to begin with.
Individual governments, such as Germany, have also adopted national programmes for
sustainable consumption. Germany’s programme posits strengthening and expanding
sustainable consumption as its core aim and addresses six areas identified as holding a high
potential for improving the sustainability of consumption: mobility, food, housing and
household, office and work, clothing, and tourism and leisure (Federal Ministry for the
Environment, Nature Conservation, Building and Nuclear Safety 2017). Yet, even this
recent effort has been characterized by a lack of attention to levels of consumption and
questions of sufficiency, as an open letter by German sustainable consumption scholars
highlighted.?
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Civil society

NGOs and civil society initiatives have always played a strong role in the global campaign
to promote sustainable production and consumption. Throughout the many programme
cycles of the CSD, the meetings of the HLPF, as well as stakeholder roundtables and such
at the national and international level, NGOs working on production and consumption
patterns have executed and coordinated advocacy and education efforts, and organized
themselves, for instance, into the International Coalition for Sustainable Production and
Consumption (ICSPAC). A number of these NGOs do ask the politically sensitive questions
regarding consumption patterns and levels. Moreover, civil society contributes to the devel-
opment of strong sustainable consumption governance by promoting the diffusion of
alternative lifestyles and values. Zero waste, voluntary simplicity and “Right to Know”
groups, transition towns, local money and social investment groups, eco-labelling, urban
gardening, sharing, and fair trade initiatives are all trying to make a difference. Despite the
multitude of efforts and initiatives, however, NGOs and civil society have failed to success-
fully push for political action in the direction of strong sustainable consumption gover-
nance to date. While they may clearly aim to induce more-than-marginal change in the
sustainability of consumption, their influence at the national, regional, and global levels of
governance has proven to be limited thus far.

Scholars have also contributed much to the understanding of sustainable consump-
tion. Fostered by the availability of funding by governments, several studies assess and
compare the sustainability characteristics of consumer products, improve consumer
choices, or foster product innovation in the interests of resource efficiency. Importantly,
critical sustainable consumption scholars have emphasized the need for research on
strong sustainable consumption, absolute reductions, sufficiency or related ideas and
concepts, explicitly criticizing a limited focus on weak sustainable consumption by most
actors (Akenji et al. 2016, Fuchs and Lorek 2005, Princen 2005). Assessments of the
willingness and ability of consumers to reduce their consumption, as well as political
strategies for reigning global consumption into planetary boundaries, have been the
focus of numerous research efforts and collaborations. Unfortunately, few of the ideas
and results raised by this research have made it into the official global sustainable
consumption discourse.

Business

Business actors have also been active in global sustainable consumption governance. The
International Chamber of Commerce and the World Business Council for Sustainable
Development (WBCSD) issued a report dealing with the topic of sustainable consumption
(WBCSD 2002). The report gave consumers the key role in shaping markets, thus placing
responsibility firmly on the demand side rather than the supply side. It identified increasing
eco-efficiency as business’s contribution to sustainable consumption, but, perhaps not
surprisingly, avoided any discussion of the role of business in driving or reducing
overconsumption. The only additional responsibility the report attributed to business was
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to inform consumers about the social and environmental effects of their choices and to
offer them appropriate options. Later, reports again analyzed sustainable consumption
facts and trends from a business perspective and identified roles for consumers, businesses,
NGOs, and governments (WBCSD 2008). Today, the WBCSD focuses primarily on the
circular economy, drawing attention to “reinvent how business finds, uses and disposes of
the materials that make up global trade” (WBCSD 2017).

Overall, the focus of business on the production, rather than the consumption, side in
its global sustainable development initiatives is not surprising. Business influence becomes
critical, however, when it weighs in on the global sustainable consumption governance
agenda by allocating responsibility solely to the consumer. In this context, the failure of the
advertising sector’s report (European Association of Communications Agencies & World
Federation of Advertisers 2002), prepared at UNEP’s request in the context of the World
Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg in 2002, to identify any problems
with advertising’s influence on consumption levels and patterns and its rejection of the
notion that the sector could, in any way, have some responsibility for overconsumption is
noteworthy.

The current state of affairs

In 2012, the international community reconfirmed their commitment to the 10YFP
regarding questions of sustainable consumption. In the Outcome document of Rio-+20,
§224 states that member states

recall the commitments made in the Rio Declaration on Environment and
Development, Agenda 21 and the Johannesburg Plan of Implementation on sustain-
able consumption and production and, in particular, the request in chapter 3 of the
Plan of Implementation to encourage and promote the development of a 10-year
framework of programmes.

(UN 2012: 58)

Within the same paragraph, member states also acknowledge that fundamental changes
“in the way societies consume and produce are indispensable for achieving global sustain-
able development” (Ibid.). As pointed out above, however, critical observers view the 10YFP
as a failure.

The central outcome of the last global summit on sustainable development, which
took place in New York in 2015, was the SDGs. As indicated, Goal 12 calls on govern-
ments to stress and strengthen their commitments regarding their policies of sustainable
consumption and production and to develop initiatives to accelerate the shift towards
sustainable consumption and production (UN 2015). Given that the SDGs are being
operationalized at various levels of governance, one can only hope that the pursuit of
Goal 12 will inspire political efforts to seek more than improvements in resource efficiency
and technological innovation. So far, however, there is little, if any evidence, justifying
such hope.



92 Doris Fuchs and Frederike Boll

Barriers to change

In sum, weak sustainable consumption has received attention during the last two years,
while strong sustainable consumption is still largely absent from global governance. Strong
sustainable consumption only exists in marginal sectors of society and research or as a
symbolic reminder in a few official documents. How can this development be explained if
strong sustainable consumption is a fundamental precondition for sustainable develop-
ment? Applying a power lens to global consumption governance can answer this question
(Fuchs and Lorek 2005, Fuchs et al. 2016). Such an approach highlights the forces aligned
against strong sustainable consumption in the current form of the globalized political
economy and consumer society.

Most fundamentally, clear opposition to (strong) sustainable consumption governance
exists in the business community. Most business actors tend to reject the notion that they
carry any responsibility with respect to consumption levels. According to representatives
of the business sector, the latter’s role with respect to sustainable consumption is to
promote eco-efficiency. Some optimistic scholars and activists point out that business
opposition to strong sustainable consumption governance does not necessarily have to
be the case. They argue that business may earn profits through, for instance, the selling
of fewer, but more sustainable, products with a higher profit margin. However, the glo-
balized economy to a large extent is characterized by a high level of competition in mass
markets and cheap products and correspondingly high pressures for externalization of
social and environmental costs. Moreover, the ability of products to achieve distinction
on the basis of quality, irrespective of price, is limited as only a share of products can
be marketed accordingly. Likewise, Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and related
measures — often proclaimed to signal the ethical turn in business conduct — tend
to perform badly when it comes to actual performance improvements (King and Lenox
2000). More importantly, these measures are unlikely to contribute to improvements in
strong sustainable consumption.

One specific area in which business may be interested in fostering strong sustainable
consumption after all is in the field of eco-efficient services, i.e. the purchase of a service
instead of the ownership of a good, which actually involve a reduction in consumption
levels (Michaelis 2003). However, one needs to critically assess the actual ecological footprint
of services as they still tend to presuppose extensive material provisioning, both on the
demand and on the supply side (Cohen 2017). Moreover, eco-efficient services only provide
an option in certain areas and are frequently not accepted by consumers.

At the same time, many members of the global consumer class also do not want to
engage with questions of consumption levels. Some scholars and practitioners proclaim,
and surveys appear to document, a new awareness and interest in the environmental and
social effects of consumption by consumers, and the notion of ethical or political consum-
erism has become somewhat fashionable in scholarly and political circles (Bossy 2014,
Dubuisson-Quellier 2013). Yet, environmental, social, or sustainability values are competing
with a multitude of criteria in their influence on consumption decisions in real life, and in
the sum of communications, “sustainability” messages are overpowered by opposing ones
(Jackson 2009, Repke 1999).
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In fact, there is ample evidence that sustainability criteria often rank low compared to
competing aims when it comes to action (Fuchs 2017). This is the case even when the
question is one of simply consuming a different product. When it comes to consuming less,
the hurdle is even higher (Jackson 2005). In addition, even consumers believing in the
pursuit of lifestyles emphasizing “experiences” rather than “possessions” tend to have little
understanding of the associated size of their ecological footprint or interest in considering
it (Bowerman 2014). In other words, some indications of the willingness of consumers to
move towards green consumption notwithstanding, there is little evidence today that
consumers are willing to fundamentally change or reduce consumption for sustainability
objectives. Rather, consumption continues to be proclaimed as an individual right, allowing
the expression of self, the pursuit of one’s legitimate professional and social goals, or an
opportunity for exercising freedom of choice.

Given such opposition by business and a substantial share of consumers, it should not
come as a surprise that governmental actors have exhibited little willingness to tackle the
real challenges associated with the (un)sustainability of consumption. In addition, govern-
ments and IGOs themselves are still attached to the growth discourse and tend to want to
foster consumption in order to foster growth. Accordingly, they are much more likely to
sign on to continued efforts to increase eco-efficiency than to adopt policies that seriously
transform consumption patterns or reduce consumption levels. The SDGs may have
opened a new window of opportunity here. However, it remains to be seen if that window
can be used by actors aiming to foster societal transformation towards sustainability.

Sources of hope: what is the purpose of consumption?

Taking a power lens on sustainable consumption governance does not only allow the
identification of barriers to change but also of forces which may allow the pursuit of the
necessary sustainability transformation after all (Fuchs et al., forthcoming). Such forces can
be galvanized by asking ourselves why we consume. Consumption is about needs fulfilment;
it is about trying to live a good life (Di Giulio et al. 2012). We do not consume in order to
use up resources, but in order to fulfil our physical, emotional, social, and cognitive needs.
The fulfilment of these needs does require some resource consumption, of course, but not
endless amounts of resources. Needs can be satiated. A focus on needs fulfilment can even
show that consumption can be too much, i.e. when efforts to fulfil one need start
conflicting with the fulfilment of other needs (see also Princen 1999 on overconsumption
and misconsumption). It certainly shows that GDP/ cap is not a good measure of well-being
(Costanza et al. 2007, Jackson 2009).

Asking ourselves what a good life means to us would draw our attention to social
relations and creativity, for instance. Scholars speak of “objective” or “protected needs”, i.e.
needs that we have simply because we are human and that we need to be able to fulfil in
order to live a good life, in this context (Di Giulio 2016, Nussbaum 1992, Sen 1993).
Philosophers and thinkers have highlighted these conditions of well-being for millennia,
and many recent psychological and sociological studies have provided supporting empirical
evidence. Being aware of the nature of our needs, in turn, would allow us to distinguish
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them from both (passing) desires and satisfiers and, on that basis, to question the extent to
which we want to fulfil our needs via material consumption. A core characteristic of
consumer culture is that we easily and predominantly turn to material consumption when
it comes to needs fulfilment. In other words, we tend to use consumer products or
consumption related activities to express identity, status, or belonging, for example. Yet,
empirical research also shows us that such forms of needs fulfilment frequently tend to be
associated with short-term benefits only. For the world’s poor, the ability to live a good life
and fulfil their objective needs would require more consumption, of course. For the global
consumer class, a focus on the good life rather than the ever “better life” promised in
advertising and neoliberal thought, however, would imply the ability to consume less and
to take questions of sufficiency and satiation seriously (Brand-Correa and Steinberger 2017,
Gough 2017). The good life, thus, can provide a powerful and empowering narrative to
gather momentum for the sustainability transformation via sustainable consumption
(Fuchs et al., forthcoming).

Realizing this potential, however, will require the concerted efforts of actors with
relevant ideational and material resources. Given that each member of the global consumer
class today is bombarded with a huge number of communications inviting and inducing
more consumption, getting through this noise will be a challenge. Yet, the number of civil
society initiatives questioning currently dominant definitions of well-being in terms of
income or possessions, and pursuing less materially intensive lifestyles, has grown exponen-
tially, as have research and research collaboration on such topics. Connecting these activities
and using their synergies provides access to a reservoir of power. Thus, we actually may be
achieving the necessary momentum for change, today.

Policy implications

What will the future of global sustainable consumption governance look like? Our analysis
of developments to date has shown that political efforts to improve the efficiency of con-
sumption exist, and we can most likely expect more policy proposals promoting efficient
technologies for consumer products. However, our analysis has also shown that hardly any
progress has been made on questions of consumption levels and that the opposition to such
measures will not be easily overcome.

Yet, to seriously combat climate change and other forms of environmental destruction,
we clearly require strong sustainable consumption governance, or at least policy approaches
targeting the overlapping areas between strong and weak sustainable consumption
(Hobson 2013). Proper construction of such policies, moreover, cannot only focus on
specific policy issues or narrow environmental targets. Strong sustainable consumption
governance has to be designed as an integrated and comprehensive approach, considering
consumption across the board, even if key intervention points and consumption clusters
with the largest environmental and social burdens (mobility, food, housing) need to be
prioritized (Bilharz and Schmitt 2011, Lorek and Spangenberg 2001). Moreover, such
governance objectives will have to address and solve conflicts between policy targets.
As long as a large share of consumption governance and associated messages focuses on
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increasing consumption, sustainable consumption governance cannot help but remain
symbolic and marginal. Accordingly, strong sustainable consumption governance will have
to address advertising and sponsorship, as well as the increasing dependence of public insti-
tutions, as well as the media, on business investment and sponsorship (Black et al. 2017).

Ideally, sustainable consumption governance would pursue a global approach, of course.
The pitfalls of global sustainable consumption governance to date have been delineated
above, however. Moreover, the recent decision of the Trump administration to withdraw
from the Paris agreement on climate change further demonstrates the challenges of global
sustainability governance. Clearly, we cannot wait for a global agreement on strong
sustainable consumption governance. Such governance will have to start at the local and
national level, taking global contexts in terms of planetary boundaries as well as intra- and
intergenerational governance into account, however.

At the local and national level, a window of opportunity may be opening up, as signalled
by the momentum existing in civil society and research described above. Coalitions between
these actors and effective strategizing may allow the creation of a real impetus for change
here. Part of such strategizing may be the questioning of political venues for relevant
political issues. The earlier unfortunate placement of UNEP’s sustainable consumption
focus with UNEP DTIE was pointed out above. Today, such counterintuitive (from a
sustainability perspective) locations for relevant policy debates and targets can still be seen,
however. In Germany, for instance, the authority for the implementation, operationaliza-
tion of the SDGs, and monitoring of Germany’s performance, the authority for Germany’s
climate and energy targets, and the authority for the topic of sustainable consumption are
located in three different ministries; the best recipe for ineffective governance.

For governmental actors, only time will determine to what extent the SDGs are able to
generate more than rhetoric at the national and international levels. On the one hand, they
may be able to draw more attention to sustainability issues, partly thanks to their quantifi-
cation and monitoring. Moreover, NGOs may use the SDGs as tools to shame governments
into compliance efforts. On the other hand, many sustainability related targets have existed
for a long time without NGOs managing to get governments to comply. In the absence of
environmental organizations with sanctioning power at the national and international
levels, then, governmental support for a civil society coalition promoting strong sustainable
consumption as delineated above will depend on the willingness and ability of individuals
within IGOs and/or national governments to take the sustainability challenges of con-
sumption seriously.

What could concrete policy measures for strong sustainable consumption look like? One
promising approach currently receiving significant attention in the literature is the design
and implementation of sustainable consumption corridors (Blittel-Mink et al. 2013,
Di Giulio and Fuchs 2014, see Figure 5.1). Such consumption corridors allow an integrated
pursuit of sustainability and justice in the context of consumption. They start from the idea
of the good life and the associated requirement to be able to fulfil one’s objective needs.
This idea leads to the definition of consumption minima, i.e. the floor of consumption
corridors. Needing to ensure access to such consumption minima for all individuals living
now and in the future, in turn, means that the existence of planetary boundaries has to lead
to consumption maxima, i.e. the ceiling of such consumption corridors. Within these
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Figure 5.1 Consumption corridors.
Source: Di Giulio & Fuchs 2014, p. 187.

corridors, individuals will be free to make consumption choices according to their life plans.
Consumption opportunities below the corridor floors, however, imply restrictions on an
individual’s ability to live a good life and consumption beyond the ceiling of consumption
corridors implies harm for the chances of other individuals to live a good life and thus
needs to be considered unethical (see also related concepts such as “living in the doughnut”
(Raworth 2012), the safe and just operating space (Rockstrom et al. 2009), or environmental
space (Hille 1997, Spangenberg 2002)).

Of course, such corridors are not easy to develop and implement. They require societal
dialogue about objective needs, acceptable satisfiers for these needs, and corridor design,
implementation, and enforcement (Fuchs and Di Giulio 2016). Such dialogue, in turn, will
require inclusive, fair, and transparent processes, as well as scientific expertise and political
initiative and support. Clearly, quite a challenge! The power of the good life as a narrative
in combination with the increasing awareness of the shortcomings of, and dangers involved
in, business as usual, however, may provide a fertile foundation to enter into such dialogues.

Other research developments

Research on sustainable consumption is thriving in quantity, diversifying in topics, as well as
developing and debating new perspectives (Geels et al. 2015). One reason the field of
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sustainable consumption research is so vibrant and interesting is the truly interdisciplinary
nature of the topic. Today, research on sustainable consumption receives contributions
from a wide variety of disciplines, including political science, economics, sociology, anthro-
pology, psychology, geography, and philosophy, urban and cultural studies. This research
focuses on a broad range of questions. Thus, scholars are still trying to gain a better under-
standing of the determinants of consumer behaviour. To this end, they attempt to identify
different types of consumers and lifestyles in order to develop targeted strategies to reduce
and change their patterns of consumption (see Brach et al. 2017, Geiger et al. 2017, Jansson
etal. 2017 for some recent examples). The idea of “nudging” has become fashionable in this
context.’ In addition, the potential benefits and challenges of digitalization for the sustain-
ability of consumption are receiving increasing attention.

Fascinating developments, moreover, can be noticed with respect to inquiries into the
structural barriers to sustainable consumption as well as potential pathways for transfor-
mation. Consumers make their consumption decisions in specific socio-economic, political,
and cultural contexts, creating structural opportunities but also constraints (Lorek and
Vergragt 2015, Maniates 2014, Schor 1999). In fact, the individualization of the responsibility
for sustainable consumption frequently advocated by politicians and business has to be
viewed very critically (Maniates 2001). Accordingly, sustainable consumption scholars
increasingly explore the role of power and practices, of time and socio-political organiza-
tion (Fuchs et al. 2016, Hayden 1999, Maniates 2010, Meyer 2015, Pullinger 2014, Schor and
Fitzmaurice 2015, Warde 2017). They analyze the role of post- or neo-materialism, the
potential for diffusion or upscaling of relevant grassroots initiatives, or new forms of polit-
ico-economic organization (Assadourian 2012, Cohen 2017, Jackson 2011, Schlosberg and
Coles 2016). Their findings also provide explanations for the rebound effect as well as the
value-action and action-impact gaps, which empirical research on sustainable consumption
has identified (Csutora 2012, Csutora and Zséka 2016, Greening et al. 2000, Hertwich 2005,
Kollmuss and Agyeman 2002, Lebel et al. 2006). Thereby, research on the structural contexts
of sustainable consumption actually pinpoints the insufficiency of inquiries into (the
steering of) consumer behaviour. Indeed, given the extent of existing knowledge about
consumer behaviour, the investigation of ways to overcome structural barriers to sustain-
able consumption and the identification of pathways to transformation are probably the
areas where additional research is most urgently needed.

Conclusion

Twenty five years after the World Summit in Rio, progression towards the political pursuit of
sustainable consumption is still far from satisfactory. This chapter has highlighted more political
weaknesses and obstacles than progress, and thereby indicated that the future of sustainable
consumption governance may still look bleak. Meanwhile, the urgency with which we need to
dramatically improve the sustainability of consumption is bigger than ever because of climate
change, environmental destruction, as well as continuing poverty in the world.

However, the chapter also identified sources of hope. Especially, the multitude of
sustainability initiatives at the grassroots level pursuing and implementing alternative and
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reduced forms of consumption provides potential for change. To realize this potential,
however, they will have to connect and engage in some form of political activism. Critical
sustainable consumption scholarship can provide support here. This scholarship, itself, is
gaining further ground, and numerous collaborative efforts are being initiated and pursued.
An alliance between sustainability initiatives and science could also try to use the SDGs as
an additional source of legitimacy for the pursuit of strong sustainable consumption,
as well as provide a critical commentary on the operationalization and pursuit of the SDGs
with respect to Goal 12. In other words, such an alliance could employ the political attention
the SDGs currently are receiving as an entry point into the political arenas. Via such societal
support and pressure, finally courageous and integer members of national governments
as well as IGOs could perhaps also be induced to take on a leading role in transformative
sustainable consumption governance.

Finally, the chapter introduced the concept of consumption corridors as an instrument
to integrate the pursuit of the good life for all individuals living now and in the future, of
justice, and of the respect for planetary boundaries. Such consumption corridors would be
defined by consumption minima, allowing individuals to live a good life (i.e. provide them
with the ability to fulfil their objective needs) and consumption maxima, ensuring that
consumption by one individual or group of individuals does not threaten the ability of
other individuals to reach their consumption minima. While acknowledging the challenges
involved in designing and implementing such corridors, and the need for inclusive,
transparent, and fair processes in such efforts, the chapter underlined the transformative
potential of this instrument.

Notes

1 For a detailed discussion of the role of the various actors, see Fuchs and Lorek (2005).
2 www.aloenk.tu-berlin.de/menue/offener_brief_np_nk/, last accessed 13/06/2017.
3 For a critical perspective on the “nudging” discourse see Gumbert (forthcoming).
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Models of climate change show that the developing world (the ‘South’) — already pressed to
feed and support growing populations — will likely be impacted the worst by global warming.
Yet it is the rich, already industrialized countries (the ‘North’) who have historically been the
highest greenhouse gas (GHG) emitters (see e.g. Ciplet et al. 2015). Consider another scen-
ario: In order to meet the global demand for palm oil — one of the most common tropical
vegetable oils produced — large tracts of forest land in developing countries have been, and
continue to be, cleared to make way for commercial, large-scale palm oil plantations. The
effects of this growing investment in commercially-significant land have included the dis-
placement of indigenous peoples from their land and subsistence forms of agriculture and, in
many cases, the diversion of the profits and benefits of commercial activity away from local
populations to foreign corporations (see e.g. Schleifer 2016; Vandergeten et al. 2016).

Scholars in the field of international relations have, for some time, raised concerns
regarding the fairness and moral urgency of these and other problems in global environ-
mental politics. And, as scholarly work on global environmental issues, initiatives, and insti-
tutions has advanced over time, the concept of justice has become central to the broader
environmental policy debates. Motivated by this growing significance of justice and equity
for global environmental politics, this chapter offers a historical and analytical overview of
international environmental justice (IE]). We start with a brief clarification of the concept
of IEJ. This is followed by a historical outline of the treatment of IEJ by international
relations scholars. The main part of the chapter then presents an overview of IE]J based on
an analytical scheme that we have found useful.

In any consideration of the contours and potential of IE] as a body of scholarship and
source of advocacy, the threshold question that must be asked is “Why justice?” That is, isn’t
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it enough that we have already identified specific moral values and obligations with respect
to the environment that render particular states of affairs and specific dimensions of human
activity as arguably good or bad? In fact, as discussed below, justice as a concern and theme
accentuates and places in starker relief the urgency of addressing environmental access and
effects.

As a general matter, justice is not usually applied to identify an action or inaction as right
or wrong per se. As argued by Barry (1989), while we commonly would hold crimes such
as murder to be culpable — even insane — we generally would not characterize such actions
as ‘unjust.” This is because justice involves circumstances imbued with some particular
relationship, debt or entitlement between, or among, two or more persons or entities, the
violation of which triggers a sense of “unfairness’ to the aggrieved party or parties.

Once we have agreed and determined that the notion of justice is an important and
applicable concept in global environmental politics, we need to understand the specific
implications of such a move. First, where justice is held to pertain, the weight and depth of
obligation on the part of those in a position to extend or withhold justice is measurably
intensified (e.g. Baxter 2000). For instance, when national leaders fail to engage pressing
issues of environmental degradation within their borders, they can be criticized on the
grounds that they ‘should” pay more attention to them. But, where their inaction is held to
be unjust, they can be criticized for not doing what they ‘must’ do and, as a result, be
accused of failing both a moral and quasi-legal obligation.

This leads to the second, and perhaps most important, ramification of applying a justice
standard to a particular problem setting. That is, whenever we argue that someone has an
obligation to act in accordance with justice, we invest those affected with a specific right
and a defensible expectation that the obligation must be respected. This is so even if the
recipients cannot themselves defend that right or secure its application by political or legal
force. A commonly offered example is that we accord full human rights to children and the
infirm, even though they themselves are not able to exercise or defend those rights. Thus,
applying a standard of IEJ highlights and strengthens the accountability and responsibility
of states, transnational corporations, and other environmental actors in ways that positing
only a moral obligation does not.

In this chapter, we use the terms ‘environmental justice’ and ‘environmental equity”’
interchangeably. Some scholars differ over who is best served by using one term or the
other. We note that, in most of the literature surveyed for this chapter and in the conduct
of global environmental politics, the terms are used interchangeably, and thus, we have
elected to bypass this debate.

Historical overview of international environmental justice

The history of IEJ is best understood as progressing both as part of the global environmen-
tal politics literature and as part of the practice of global environmental politics itself.
Moreover, while this chapter focuses mostly on international relations scholarship there are
also important contributors to the development and debates about IE]J from other disciplines
such as economics, sociology, philosophy, and geography.
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In 1972, the United Nations (UN) convened a landmark conference on the environment:
the UN Conference on the Human Environment, held in Stockholm, Sweden. Observers
disagree as to the extent to which Stockholm effectively addressed issues of North-South
equity, but it is indisputably the case that the South viewed the proceedings through the
lens of justice in identifying the industry and lifestyles of the affluent North as the primary
sources of environmental degradation in the South.

Scholarly, and even popular, sentiment regarding a pending global environmental crisis
was further propelled at this time by the scarcity discourse, seminally presented in the Club
of Rome’s 1972 The Limits to Growth (Meadows et al. 1972). This report raised the specter
of an overpopulated and resource-spent earth no longer capable of sustaining a healthy and
satisfactory human existence. The global environmental politics literature and community
during this period were not, however, explicitly focused on issues of equity, although as
early as 1971, scholars such as Falk (1971) and those associated with the World Order
Models Project began raising concern within academic circles regarding the inequality and
unsustainability of then-prevailing global environmental practices and proposals. In the
decade which followed, the push for equity included the World Commission on Environment
and Development (WCED 1987), with its landmark report Our Common Future, framing
questions of environmental justice as global issues.

At this time, environmental justice also became an important issue nationally and in the
USA, in particular. Concern for environmental justice served as the central motivator and
organizing driver for the 1974 founding of the Eco-Justice Project and Network at Cornell
University, creating a forum and vehicle for action for those whose environmental concerns
were significantly founded in the Judaeo—Christian tradition and biblical calls for stewarding
the creation (Gibson 2004). Environmental ethics kept growing during that period, leading
to the launching of the journal by the same name in 1979. In 1977, the United Automobile
Workers organized the first national Environmental Justice Conference, bringing together
workers, community activists, and environmentalists. In 1982, the state of North Carolina
proposed to construct a PCB disposal site in its Warren County, a move ultimately approved
by the US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). Warren County was primarily poor
and African American, and a sense of unfairness mushroomed as local residents took to the
streets in protest. Many were imprisoned. Warren County ultimately did get the PCB
dump, but the move to expose this sort of environmental ‘injustice” was on.

Parallel to the global and national politics of seeking a synthesis between development
and environment, a number of political philosophers began to open up notional space for
the concept of IE]. These include Miller (1976) and his book on social justice, Barry’s (1989,
1995) work on theories of justice, and Wenz'’s (1988) treatise on environmental justice. Also
of note was the extension by many of the egalitarian approach of Rawls (1971/1999) to the
international sphere as a matter of global justice generally (e.g. Barry supra). Indeed, the
impact of Rawls” work on subsequent developments concerning justice in the international
sphere is hard to overstate. These authors continue to be cited as sources of authority and
conceptual clarity in formulating the philosophical basis for IE]J (e.g. Dobson 1998; Hurrell
2002). It was not until the late 1980s, however, that international relations scholars addressed
IE]J as an important component of global environmental politics; for example, a book by
Weiss (1989). Weiss” work can be considered an important turning point but focused on
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obligations to future generations as distinct from questions of intra-generational justice (on
intra-generational justice, see e.g. Agarwal and Narain 1991). As evidence of emerging
concerns with power and exploitation, during that same period the newly founded journal
Capitalism, Nature, Socialism (1988-) provided a forum for addressing issues of environmental
equity from a historical materialist point of view. Finally, various environmental ethicists
argued that we should move beyond considerations of human rights to also consider the
rights of nature, thus providing the foundations for what has been termed ‘ecological
justice’.

IE] received focused attention at the 1992 UN Conference on Environment and Develop-
ment, held in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil (‘Rio”). Several of the products of the conference, for
example the Convention on Biological Diversity, the UN Framework Convention on
Climate Change, The Rio Declaration on Environment and Development, and Rio’s
sustainable development global action plan — Agenda 21, expressly included formal
provisions concerning international environmental equity. Though the end result of Rio
was a determined attempt to simultaneously accommodate economic development and
environmental protection, the politics associated with it catalyzed a sustained concern for
IEJ amongst academics and practitioners. Following Rio, a flurry of attention to the issue
ensued (e.g. Shue 1992; Harvey 1996; Wapner 1997; Hampson and Reppy 1996).

The third UN conference on development and the environment — the World Summit on
Sustainable Development (WSSD) — was held in Johannesburg, South Africa, in 2002. While
some commentators lauded the results of the WSSD, principally for its advances in public/
private partnerships for the environment and/or for the Conference’s more substantive
engagement with questions regarding the ‘social’ dimension of IEJ, others noted that, by
this time, the demands for development were coming to eclipse environmental concerns,
blunting somewhat the clarity of vision present at the 1992 Rio Conference (e.g. Conca and
Dabelko 2015). Following the WSSD, however, a number of works emerged explicitly deal-
ing with IEJ as a core concept within the global environmental politics literature, including
works by Anand (2004), Martinez-Alier (2002), Okereke (2008), and Schlosberg (2007).

The fourth UN conference on the environment (‘Rio+20’, formally entitled the UN
Conference on Sustainable Development) was held in Rio de Janeiro in the summer of
2012. Its goals were to strengthen commitments to sustainable development and to explore
the environmental and economic benefits of a shift to a more ‘green economy.” However,
the conference failed to produce significant outcomes. Indeed, in a public statement shortly
after the conclusion of the conference, some UN officials conceded that the intersecting
and potentially conflicting interests of economic development, on the one hand, and envi-
ronmental protection, on the other, may not be fully resolvable in a global, multilateral
forum (United Nations 2012).

Despite a sense among some of disillusionment with global initiatives and gatherings, a
growing concern and sense of alarm among states and non-state actors regarding the
threats presented by climate change have resulted in a noteworthy level of global consensus
and commitment. The December 2015 Paris Conference (the 21st Conference of the Parties
to the 1992 UN Framework Convention on Climate Change) witnessed an unprecedented
level of international cooperation on a shared environmental issue, as over 190 countries —
importantly including India and China — committed to the Paris Agreement and its
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provisions regarding reducing greenhouse gas emissions. While the body of the Paris
Agreement does not seek to explicitly promote the issue of environmental justice and
fairness among states, a vocal assembly of advocates and scholars continues to press on the
centrality and importance of IEJ in the realm of climate change mitigation and adaptation
(see e.g. Klinsky et al. 2017). Indeed, the issue of climate change has of late attracted, and
continues to attract, a significant amount of scholarly work on ‘climate justice’ — the
fairness question raised at the outset of this chapter. Examples of this coalescence in the
justice literature include works authored or edited by Gardiner et al. (2010), Harris (2010,
2011, 2016), Schlosberg (2012), Schlosberg et al. (2017), Ciplet et al. (2015), and Shue (2014).
And the prominent journal Environmental Politics published a special issue on climate justice
in 2013 (Vol. 22/Issue 3).

Attention to IE] has today expanded into a focus on specific issues such as ‘energy justice’
(e.g. Heffron and McCauley 2017; Newell and Mulvaney 2013; Farrell 2012), food justice’
(e.g. Magdoft and Tokar 2010), and ‘climate justice’, noted above; see also Schlosberg 2013).
It is also worth noting that work on IEJ is taken up not only in the international relations
literature, but also in other fields such as geography (e.g. Bakker 2010), public health (e.g.
Lambert Colomeda 1999), and environmental sociology (e.g. Pellow 2007). Neo-Marxist
sociologists such as Ted Benton (1999) and O’Connor (1998) have left their mark on IEJ, as
have the more recent works of sociologists Rice (2007), Andrew Jorgenson (2006), Behrens
et al. (2007), and Foster et al. (2010). While the terminology may be different, such as the
use within sociology of the term ‘ecological unequal exchange’ to refer to breaches of IE]J
in North-South relations, the focus is the same.

The literature on international environmental justice

We now turn to a consideration of the theoretical basis and content of the present state of
scholarship, thought, and debate in the field of IE]. In what follows, we employ a heuristic
typology that reflects the diversity of the origins and concerns of the scholarship on IEJ and
allows us to present the growing literature in a systematic way. The categories in the typology
reflect differences among scholars in political and environmental worldviews, varying foci
with respect to the scale and scope of IE], and also the impact of differing fundamental
ontologies with respect to international relations theory.

One way to categorize thought on IE] is as intra-generational or inter-generational. That
is, intra-generational work on IE]J concentrated on addressing relations and impacts among
nation states and peoples today (e.g. Dobson 1998), while the inter-generational literature
urged a considered way forward today because of our obligations to future generations
(e.g. Wenz 1988). It is not sufficient, however, to stop with this distinction because, over the
years, there has emerged significant underlying work that looks at intra-generational and
inter-generational justice issues from different theoretical perspectives. We capture this
diversity by employing conceptual labels helpfully applied first by Hopwood et al. (2005)
to categorize varying approaches to the term ‘sustainable development’. These labels
are: ‘status quo environmental justice’, reformist environmental justice’, and ‘transforma-
tional environmental justice’. We add a fourth, and perhaps our most inclusive, category:
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‘ecological justice” (akin to Hopwood’s et al. ‘eco-centered justice’ category) to capture
views that accord significant ontological and moral standing to nature (see Table 6.1).

Three caveats are in order: First, while we here identify ecological justice as its own
strand of understanding environmental fairness and equity, none of the environmental
justice approaches can escape rendering judgments on the human-nature relationship. At a
minimum, there is within each environmental justice approach an explicit or implicit view
on the relationship between humanity and nature. Second, each of our four approaches
accomplishes and represents the fusion of a particular strand of social justice theory with
both environmental and ecological justice. Thus, each of the four approaches reflects — also
unavoidably — a particular stylized solution to social injustice and inequality (Hopwood
et al. 2005). And third, in the text which follows, we employ the terms ‘liberal” and ‘neolib-
eral’ to identify and differentiate varying perspectives and arguments concerning the
human-nature relationship. In so doing, we are not referring to ‘liberal’ vs ‘conservative’
distinctions within domestic politics in the United States or UK, for example. Rather, we are
referring to a distinctive body of thought and set of perspectives which originated in and
spread from Europe from the 18th century onward. In its most basic expression, liberalism
advocates for political and economic freedoms, founded significantly in the rightful auton-
omy of humans as individuals. In its classical form, liberalism calls for democracy in the
political realm and free markets in the economic realm, but not without qualification.
Many liberals in this strand would contend that some regulation of markets is desirable and
necessary, for example in view of the potential environmental impacts of unregulated
industry and the possibility that economic liberalism may generate issues of distributive
inequity and unfairness. ‘Neoliberalism’ is a more recent and aggressive promotion of the
market model, generating a distinctive strand of liberalism in advocating that, to the
maximum extent possible, markets should be allowed to operate free of governmental
interference. Arising in the United States and Britain in the 1980s, neoliberalism retains its
own set of convictions regarding the positive potential of market freedom to lead to
reduced environmental damage over the long haul. We will examine the ramifications of
this ‘liberal’—'neoliberal” distinction further in the literature review which follows.

Taking each approach separately, then, views in the status quo environmental justice
category advance arguments that are founded on deliberative processes that privilege
human needs, wants, and ingenuity in the process of securing environmental protection.
In this category, environmental concerns are formulated more narrowly — that is, they
generally reflect the acceptance of existing national and global institutions and regimes to
deal with environmental issues and justice. While not the only conceivable demarcation,
our conception of the status quo category centrally includes views that are concerned with
the allocation of IEJ.

The reformist environmental justice perspective includes those points of view which
contend that appropriate and necessary environmental protections will not be accom-
plished absent attendant concerns for broader social and economic issues. In particular, the
reformist approach looks to ways we can enact reform within prevailing economic systems
and structures to achieve a greater level of environmental justice.

The transformational environmental justice approaches contend that a sufficient level
of reform will not be attained within the existing system. In this approach, effectively
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addressing environmental concerns must go beyond distributive concerns, must implicate
issues of social welfare and capacity, and must also be directed to address structural
impediments to these social goods.

Finally, in the ecological justice view, nature must be valued in its own right. The
importance of human needs must be counter-balanced by the equally-important needs of
non-human nature. While much work within the category of ecological justice finds a real
symbiosis with the transformational approach, prioritizing nature may also find a home in
less radical thought. By way of illustrating the necessary link between each of our first
three approaches and ecological justice, guarding non-human nature may result, in some
cases, in deleterious impacts on justice among humans. In particular, making standing for
nature paramount may in fact generate social injustices among peoples, including the
forcible displacement of indigenous peoples due to the creation of wilderness areas,
national parks, game preserves, and even commercial plantations aimed at sequestering
carbon (see e.g. discussion in Stevis and Felli 2016).

Plainly, work on IEJ does not always fit so neatly into only one of these categories, and
many scholars and issues indeed cross our gridlines in their work. Nonetheless, the catego-
rizations which follow do trace the broad outlines of the different approaches to IEJ. The
discussions which follow are not intended to be exhaustive with respect to the literature in
each category, but rather provide key examples of the views represented therein.

Status quo environmental justice

The most characteristic approach within this category is the classical liberal (though, as
discussed below, not necessarily neoliberal) approach to IEJ (cf. Richardson 2001). The
focus is on distributive justice, and the elemental unit of concern is the individual and his or
her political and economic rights and liberties. At a system level, this form of liberalism
seeks environmental solutions which are largely consistent with support for democratic
political structures, free markets, and largely autonomous global economic relations
(see also Herman, Chapter 9). Much of the literature surveyed for this chapter supports, to
some degree, liberalism so construed (e.g. Beckerman 1999; Achterberg 2001; Lal 2002;
Wissenburg 2006; Frankel 2009; Morvaridi 2008). This is due both to principle — the
widespread acceptance of the liberal political and economic model — and to practicality —
the advocacy of liberal approaches even by those who call for more radical solutions
globally, resigned in the belief that deep changes to the global capitalist system will not
likely be forthcoming anytime soon.

Scholars in this category call for allocational solutions such as a broader public dis-
course and a moral consensus on environmental justice — a stronger procedural justice;
an attendant increased role for, and decision making access by, civil society; strengthened
international institutions; stronger domestic and international law on the environment,
including international treaties and agreements to protect humans and the environ-
ment; and domestic and international constitutional measures and provisions that will
enshrine the rights of humans to a clean and safe environment. In this approach, what is
needed is not a rejection of the current global system, but the infusing of current
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discourse and practice with environmental sensitivities which will drive changes in policies,
institutional mandates and operations, and increase stakeholder participation. The ethos of
the status quo approach is visible in literature emphasizing the need for emerging environ-
mental perspectives which are substantively ‘pragmatic’ rather than ‘doctrinaire’. In this
posited pragmatic approach, our aspirations are tempered by accepting the reality that we
have already passed by earlier environmentalists” visions of what a ‘sustainable’ society
would entail and look like. Indeed, the very meaning and content of ‘nature’ have been
altered by the interaction of human society with nature, rendering a wide range of possible
visions for a “sustainable’ society, to be debated and considered in societies which are funda-
mentally democratic (see e.g. Arias-Maldonado 2013; see also discussion of ‘post-nature’
environmental politics in Wapner 2014).

Some liberals take a highly optimistic approach to global environmental issues, arguing,
for example, that the earth’s resources will likely be sufficient to meet present and future
human needs and that the carrying capacity limits argued for in reports — such as The Limits
to Growth — are overstated. This is what is termed the ‘Promethean’ or ‘cornucopian’ view
of the human-nature relationship. We focus on it here, along with the neoliberal economics
it propounds, because of the ways in which these views differ from the classical liberal
approach, and because of the global dominance of neoliberal views over the past three or
so decades (see e.g. discussion in Byrne and Glover 2002).

Where scarcity may impinge on human development, our ever-advancing technological
capacities will, in this view, certainly provide answers and tools which permit us to abate
harmful environmental effects and extend or replace limited resources. Early advocates of
this view include Simon (1984) and Easterbrook (1995). Bjern Lomborg, who published The
Skeptical Environmentalist in 2001, is perhaps the best known contemporary advocate. He is
the head of the Copenhagen Consensus, a think tank of well-known economists (including
a majority of Nobel Laureates), who have met periodically to assign priorities to global
initiatives, including environmental concerns. Most controversially, these scholars deter-
mine issue priority on the basis of a monetary cost-benefit analysis of the measurable
impact of a particular initiative.

As to justice, the growth ethos of the Promethean view matches well with neoliberal
economic and political policies to minimize government intervention in the operations of
private markets, and to accord individuals the maximum economic liberty and latitude
possible. Here, the work of Hayek (1976) and Friedman (1962) is central in founding the
arguments that social justice and well-being will be best served not by the intervention of
governing authorities, but rather by free market economic development (e.g. Bhagwati
2004; see also discussion in Bernauer and Nguyen 2015 and Chasek et al. 2006). In this view,
the main drivers of environmental degradation are poverty, a lack of economic growth, and
governmental policies such as subsidies and tariffs which distort the ability of trade dyna-
mism to guide the economy and society towards the most sustainable use of resources
(World Trade Organization Secretariat 1997; Organisation for Economic Cooperation and
Development 2001; see also discussion in Clapp and Dauvergne 2011).

As to environmental justice, this approach draws on concepts such as the Environmental
‘Kuznets Curve’. Applied first to income inequality, this principle is extended by neoliberals
and cornucopians to environmental degradation, which is the argument that, while early
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industrialization will inevitably create harmful environmental externalities, as industrial
society advances and matures, the will and resources to address negative environmental
effects will strengthen and come to prevail (Desai 1998; see also discussion in Youssef et al.
2016 and in Clapp 2006).

The more classical forms of liberalism do extend the distributive dimension of the
environmental justice movement in the United States, described above, into North-South
relations. More specifically, much of this literature is concerned with the maldistribution of
environmental burdens upon the global poor and economically vulnerable communities
(e.g. Shue 1999). By way of illustration, some scholars raise the issue of the justness of
transboundary shipment of waste North to South, including electronic waste and hazardous
waste in particular (e.g. Lucier and Gareau 2016; Renckens 2015; Pickren 2014; Shrader-
Frechette 2002; Pellow 2007).

Reformist environmental justice

In the reformist IEJ approach, we cannot settle for distributive justice alone but must also
address the very operation of the contemporary global economic and political system.
Social rights and impacts become important as we move away from the more narrow
(status quo) neoliberal preoccupation with economic rights and effects (see e.g. discussion
in Ioris 2012). However, in the discussion which follows we caution that there is an important
risk here; namely that, in the pursuit of social improvements, the environment may be
forgotten.

We note here that not all liberals would consider themselves neoliberals, in particular
because of the extent to, and means by, which economic neoliberalism (referred to by many
as the “Washington Consensus’) has operated over the past 30 or so years (e.g. discussion in
Kymlicka 1996; Agarwal et al. 2002; Morvaridi 2008). It is the case that classical liberalism,
in its early iteration, reflected a strong moral commitment to the weaker members of
society and those who were victims of modernity and progress (Low and Gleeson 2001).
Indeed, in its initial formulation, liberalism did not hold private property to be inviolate,
but to be defended and upheld only where enough was left in common for others.

Foundational to liberal reform in IE], recent scholars such as Amartya Sen, Martha
Nussbaum, and Joseph Stiglitz contend for understandings of justice which, while situated
in a liberal political and economic structures, shift focus onto elements of existence and
flourishing that extend beyond an abbreviated concern with the health of private markets.
In the case of Sen, a Nobel Laureate, and Nussbaum, what matters is that the individual has
the freedom and liberty to pursue an array of publicly-deliberated (Sen) or specified
(Nussbaum) basic capabilities which encompass not only obtaining sustenance needs such
as food and shelter, but also higher order capabilities such as being able to earn a sufficient
income and the capacity to participate meaningfully in the life of the community (Sen 1999;
Nussbaum 2000). This approach goes beyond concern with the distribution of material
goods, for — as both Sen and Nussbaum argue — income and economic wealth are not
always the best indicators of overall well-being (see also discussion in Marion Suiseeya
2014; Davoudi and Brooks 2014). Income distribution is still important, but it is the
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possession of, and freedom to exercise, capabilities to make meaningful use of income as
well as other resources that should be distributed by government first and foremost.

While it is not above challenge (e.g. Page 2006), the capabilities approach is applied
directly to issues of IEJ in works by Schlosberg (2007, 2014) (see also the work of Johnson
2012; Lyster 2017). These scholars, in arguing for liberal reform, assess the issue of IE]J in
the context of human capabilities. Schlosberg argues that, in many cases, the environmental
impact of the neoliberal global economy directly and unjustly limits the exercise of a full
range of not only economic but also social and cultural capabilities by the global poor. In
this regard, distributive justice alone — even the redistribution of environmental goods and
bads — will not suffice because there may be underlying, and thereby unaddressed, systemic
reasons for the maldistribution in the first place.

Stiglitz (2006) is critical of neoliberals who appealed to market forces, privatization, and
deregulation to address poverty in the South (see also discussion in Fuentes-George 2013).
Stiglitz” proposed ‘post-Washington Consensus’ retains liberal governance but adds the
importance of the role of the state and international consortia in regulating global markets,
reforming key international institutions like the IMF, and remedying what he calls the
global ‘democratic deficit’ by developing a broader, more focused, and more inclusive
discursive arena, both within and outside international organizations and sovereign states.
These and other measures are essential if we are to effectively reform globalization, which
among other benefits realized, will in Stiglitz’ view facilitate managing and preserving
global environmental resources and commons.

Relatedly, while not challenging the importance of free markets and trade at a funda-
mental level, the ‘ecological modernization” approach argues nonetheless that reform of
political and economic institutions and relations, and sparing use of regulatory restraints
on trade and commercial activity, are necessary to address environmental degradation (e.g.
Mol 2002; Payne 2005).

Some authors in this strand provide explicit accountings of the sorts of values and
concepts that IEJ requires. These commonly include the employment of precepts such as
‘common but differentiated responsibility” as between North and South, state rights to
determine their own environmental conditions, including control over their own natural
resources, a minimum level of economic, political, and social development, the right to be
compensated for environmental damage caused by another state, the precautionary
principle, and the polluter pays principle (e.g. Anand 2004).

Transformational environmental justice

Some environmental scholars of a more critical view argue, for example, that if IE] is to be
meaningfully realized, nothing short of a new world order and government will suffice.
Others contend that, at a minimum, the drivers of global injustice inherent in the very
structure of the global economy must be addressed if we are to impose the burdens of
environmental mitigation on those most responsible for environmental degradation (e.g.
Parr 2012; Newell 2012; Martinez-Alier 2002). Critical environmental scholars also
commonly envision and argue for a more inclusive and democratic global arena and



114 Timothy Ehresman and Dimitris Stevis

community of discourse and consensus regarding global environmental issues, with a
particular emphasis on including the global weak and poor (e.g. Hampson and Reppy 1996;
Harvey 1996; Reus-Smit 1996).

Critical scholars may also take on a less apocalyptic approach. Scholars such as de-Shalit
(2000) contend instead for the democratic accession of a more pervasive egalitarianism.
Capitalist society is, in this view, incapable of dealing with the disparate ecological distribu-
tion of benefits and burdens in a manner that moves us towards effective environmental
management. For these advocates, neoliberalism is wholly inadequate to address the rap-
idly expanding universe of global environmental concerns and issues regarding environ-
mental fairness and equity (e.g. Fuentes-George 2013; Bohm et al. 2012; Harvey 1996; Stevis
2005; Parks and Roberts 2006). The environmental Kuznets Curve is challenged in that
increased industrial production will inevitably produce increased emissions (e.g. Kiitting
2004; see also discussion in Lin et al. (2016) and Dinda (2004)). Indeed, what is needed is not
more production but greater social and environmental justice. Global environmental issues
and problems are both environmental and social (e.g. Agyeman 2013; Taylor and Buttel
1992; Benton 1999; Newell 2007).

Ecological justice

The ecological justice approach argues that what is at stake is not only the impact of negative
environmental effects upon humans but also the negative environmental impacts of humans
upon nature. This view contends directly with the anthropocentric tendencies of even a more
socially progressive environmental discourse, programs, and politics. The term ‘ecological
justice” is commonly attributed to a 1998 work by Nicholas Low and Brendan Gleeson, but
as early as 1948, Aldo Leopold published the Sand County Almanac, in which he laid the
foundation for the ecological justice movement by arguing that we must expand our moral
community to include the natural world (Leopold 1968/1948). And, in 1973, Norwegian
philosopher Arne Naess gave formal voice and standing to the contemporary case for
ecological justice, advanced in his essay as what he termed ‘deep ecology’ — an approach
ascribing moral status to not only sentient nature but also to the non-sentient (1973).

The questioning of existing structures and hierarchies in this arena of discourse may
have the same intellectual roots as the more critical views previously considered, and the
following analysis centers on these views. We do note, however, that some liberal scholars,
such as Bell (2006), argue that liberal thought can also advocate for an ecological justice
understanding. The difference here, for both liberals and critical theorists, is that what is
sought is not primarily justice for humans but justice for nature.

As in the arenas we have previously considered, issues such as according rights to other
than humans alive today are problematic for some observers (see e.g. discussion in Baxter
2005). For our purposes here, however, we include points of view which contend that there
are defensible rational reasons for extending moral standing to non-human nature. We note
the importance of a body of related eco-feminist literature, which posits a connection
between the domination of women and the deleterious dominance of nature (see e.g.
Plumwood 2006; Mies and Shiva 1993). In their focus on the environmental effects of
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traditional societal norms in the arena of gender, these scholars find a useful symbiosis
with other strands of critical theory noted above.

In these perspectives, nature is not only instrumentally, but intrinsically and objectively,
valuable. However, while more extreme forms of ecological justice argue that there is abso-
lute moral equivalence between animals and humans, other ecological justice advocates
contend for principles to mediate conflicting claims; for example, the conflicting interests
of a small sleeping child on the one hand and those of a rattlesnake coiled under the child’s
bed on the other. These less stringent views allow for a continuum of the strength of moral
claims among human and non-human nature (e.g. Low and Gleeson 1998; and discussion
in Baxter 2000). Nonetheless, the vision here is that non-human nature will be subject to
contemporaneous flourishing in the acceptance of its overall moral significance (e.g. Byrne
et al. 2002; Roberts 2003). One can even extend the human capabilities approach to
non-human nature, contending that animals, for example, retain a range of entitlements to
life and the enjoyment of sentience (e.g. Schlosberg 2007, 2014).

In this approach, the specific activities of global trade and investment are seen by many
as principal barriers to ecological justice in the South. Indeed, in the view of such advocates,
sustainable development is merely a tool of the North, which uses the concept to perpetuate
the hegemony of its corporate interests and markets. Thus, for these scholars, the concerns
of ecological justice cannot be addressed in the current capitalist global system (e.g. Faber
and McCarthy 2003; Diefenbacher 2006).

Conclusion

We hope it is evident in the foregoing analysis that international environmental and ecolog-
ical justice have risen to quite high levels of sophistication, conceptual clarity, and visibility
among those who would seek to apply the tools and concepts of global environmental
politics to particular environmental and ecological problems, issues, and policies. Yet, there
is much room for new contributions by scholars and advocates in each of the issue and lit-
erature fields we have covered, perhaps most usefully across the various issues we have
surveyed. And some of the most important debates and advocacy within IE]J will be found
in the emerging work of those in the South, including the efforts of those contending for
justice for indigenous peoples.

Our greatest ambition for this chapter, then, is that it serve as the beginning of an
ongoing engagement by the reader with the potential of the concept of justice to define
and refine our understanding of, and relating with, the human and non-human global
‘others’. We include a suggested reading list below, some in addition to the works mentioned
in the text, to that end.

Recommended reading

Agyeman, J., Bullard, R. D. & Evans, B. (eds), (2003) Just Sustainabilities: Development in an Unequal
World. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press.
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Carmin, J. & Agyeman, J. (eds), (2011) Environmental Inequalities Beyond Borders: Local Perspectives on
Global Injustices. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press.

Dobson, A. (1998) Justice and the Environment. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Okereke, C. (2008) Global Justice and Neoliberal Environmental Governance: Ethics, Sustainable Development
and International Co-operation. New York: Routledge.

Schlosberg, D. (2007) Defining Environmental Justice. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
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Climate change 7

Science, international
cooperation and
global environmental
politics

Paul G. Harris

Among all of the myriad global environmental issues, climate is by far the most complex —
scientifically and politically. It presents profound dangers to people, other species and the
biosphere in the long term. The politics of climate change have been tortuous and slow,
particularly at the international level. Over several decades, climate change has moved from
being a minor issue in international relations to being one of the most high-profile global
issues. It is by far the most prominent challenge in both the practice and study of global
environmental politics.

As climate change has become better understood and more prominent in the media and
public discourse, so too have predictions about its impacts on human societies and nature.
Major impacts of climate change are already being experienced around the world (IPCC
2014). These range from noticeable sea-level rise along many coastlines to more powerful
storms, droughts and spread of deadly pathogens. Climate change is now a significant
concern for almost every government, many major international organizations, industries
of every variety, thousands of nongovernmental organizations and indeed millions of
people around the world. Climate change is now high politics.

Governments have negotiated agreements to study climate change and to start putting
in place policies that limit the ‘greenhouse gas’ pollution that causes it. However, despite
the high profile of climate change and actions around the world to address it, the responses
of states and other actors, including individuals, have failed to keep up with the increasing
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pace of change. While policies to address climate change are many and varied, and increas-
ingly these policies are starting to curb greenhouse gas pollution, they are grossly inade-
quate. Only radical action can avert dangerous climate change (Barkdull and Harris 2015).
But such radical action would require changes to the status quo — changes to who wields
political influence, changes to who controls economic resources and changes to the way
that most people, particularly in the developed world, live their lives. The science of climate
change has been disputed, its solutions challenge powerful vested interests, its policy impli-
cations mean requiring industries and individuals to do things differently. All of these attri-
butes make it a formidable political challenge. For students of global environmental politics,
a fundamental question is whether climate change has become just too difficult to solve —
or just too political.

As a case study in global environmental politics, climate change is nothing if not byzan-
tine. This chapter aims to reveal some of the complexity of the problem while also shedding
light on several major and recurring attributes of the problem.' It summarizes some of the
scientific findings on climate change and notes how climate science has been politicized.
It describes how governments have negotiated a regime of international agreements and
institutions intended to address climate change collectively and individually. It is not possible
in a book chapter to find a solution to climate change — after all, such a solution has eluded
diplomats, politicians, activists and experts for decades. But this chapter may help to identify
some obstacles to more effective action on climate change and some potential pathways
that might lead toward such action.

Climate change science: environment
and politics

The term “climate change’ is now widely used to refer to unnatural human-caused (anthro-
pogenic) large-scale environmental changes brought on by the emissions of greenhouse
gases. The idea that actions by humanity could bring about changes to Earth’s climate
system is not new. Hypotheses about the ‘greenhouse effect’ — global warming precipitated
by the accumulation of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere — were proposed in the nineteenth
century. Much more recently, particularly since the mid-twentieth century, as observed
climatic conditions became more noticeably abnormal, the problem gained prominence
among both scientists and governments.

Carbon dioxide, the most influential greenhouse gas in aggregate, is produced in mas-
sive quantities through the burning of fossil fuels — coal, oil and natural gas — and by the
cutting and burning of forests, as well as other land-use changes. Human activities are
adding carbon to the environment at unprecedented rates. The most prominent manifest-
ation of climate change is warming of the atmosphere and oceans, from which many of the
worst impacts follow. For example, warming of the oceans and atmosphere leads to rising
sea levels as seawater expands and glaciers recede, sending their meltwater into the sea.
Other changes, such as ocean acidification and the cumulative effects of other forms of
pollution and environmental degradation, are among many other effects of climate change
arising from greenhouse gas emissions.
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Environmental pollution and its consequences

Human-induced global warming was, until quite recently, viewed as an issue of the future—a
problem for future generations, future governments and future citizens to address. But it is
now evident to scientists that ongoing environmental changes, such as widespread droughts
and extreme warming of the Arctic, are consequences of global warming and contempor-
aneous climate change. The impacts of climate change on natural ecosystems and on
human societies will be increasingly severe, particularly in parts of the world where geo-
graphic vulnerability and poverty make adaptation to changes difficult or impossible.
Importantly for understanding the global politics of climate change, the problem is inti-
mately connected to nearly all economic activity and is particularly wrapped up with
modern lifestyles and consumption habits, thereby connecting the science of the global
environment to how people live and work — and to what governments, industries and
people care about the most.

Over the last three decades, scientists have radically improved their knowledge of climate
change. They have developed a nuanced understanding of how greenhouse gas pollution is
affecting the environment on land, in the oceans and in the atmosphere. Very importantly,
debates among scientists about climate change are now about the details of the problem;
there is no longer significant scientific doubt that human activities are to blame for global
warming and myriad manifestations of climate change. The Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change (IPCC), an international body of experts created by governments in 1988
to study climate change, declared in its latest scientific assessment that

Human influence has been detected in warming of the atmosphere and the ocean,
in changes in the global water cycle, in reductions in snow and ice, in global mean
sea level rise, and in changes in some climate extremes. It is extremely likely that
human influence has been the dominant cause of the observed warming since the
mid-twentieth century.

(IPCC 2013: 17)

The IPCC defines ‘extremely likely” as 90-100 per cent probability (IPCC 2013: 142) — about
as certain as the scientific community can be when making statements about a complex
environmental issue.

Sources of scientific information on climate change are ubiquitous, leaving many
concerned citizens facing the problem of deciding which sources of information to rely
upon. The most authoritative official reports on the causes and consequences of climate
change come from the IPCC, most recently its fifth assessment report (IPCC 2013, 2014).
The IPCC is an official international body created for, and by, governments, and as such it
tends to reach conclusions based on consensus. Consequently, its findings have tended to
under-estimate the pace and scale of climate change, as well as the resulting adverse impacts.
Generally speaking, based on reports from the panel over nearly 30 years, whatever conclu-
sions the panel reaches and warnings it may give about future climate change, things are
likely to be worse. Consequently, the panel’s assessments are best viewed as a lower base-
line for understanding and action. Nevertheless, the IPCC’s findings have, for decades, been
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routinely challenged by ‘climate skeptics’ and “climate deniers’ as overstating the problem
(see below). Politics has often turned scientific reality on its head.

According to the fourth assessment report of the IPCC, after 1970, greenhouse gas emis-
sions increased globally by 70 per cent, with carbon dioxide in particular increasing by
80 per cent, especially after 1995 (IPCC 2007: 37). The panel concluded in its fifth assessment
report that ‘atmospheric concentrations of carbon dioxide, methane, and nitrous oxide have
increased to levels unprecedented in at least the last 800,000 years. Carbon dioxide concentra-
tions have increased by 40% since pre-industrial times, primarily from fossil fuel emissions . . .’
(IPCC 2013: 11). The concentration of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere in 2011 reached 391
parts per million (ppm) compared to 280 ppm prior to the Industrial Revolution (IPCC
2013: 11) — and in 2013 it surpassed 400 ppm, the highest in recorded human history (NASA
2013). Plants and the oceans absorb enormous amounts of carbon dioxide; oceans alone
absorb about a third of it. This is important to bear in mind because atmospheric warming
would be much greater were it not for the environmental ‘sinks’ of carbon.

Atmospheric warming has become especially pronounced in recent decades: each of the
last three decades has been warmer than the prior one, consistently and repeatedly
exceeding historical averages (IPCC 2013: 5). The oceans have warmed substantially, too.
Indeed, global warming would be much worse were it not for the oceans absorbing much
of the ‘greenhouse” heat (IPCC 2013: 8), much as they have absorbed the carbon dioxide
creating this heat to begin with. Ocean warming results in sea-level rise due to thermal
expansion and from the melting of ice on land. Ice around the world has been decreasing
markedly, with the glaciers of Greenland warming and sending enormous quantities of
meltwater into the sea. Furthermore, Arctic sea ice has been markedly reduced, as has
snow cover in many areas, allowing the sun to warm those areas and thereby adding to yet
further warming of land and sea (IPCC 2013: 9).

According to the IPCC’s fifth assessment report (IPCC 2014: 4-13), every part of the
natural world, both on land and sea, has been affected by climate change. Water systems
have been particularly affected, for example, with diminished snowfall reducing runoff in
some locations while melting glaciers have increased it in others. Species on land and in the
sea are shifting their ranges, with, for example, some land animals moving toward higher
elevations and fish moving away from areas of the oceans that are unusually warm. Some
species have gone extinct, and others are likely to do so. Crop yields are being affected,
mostly adversely, thereby reducing food security. Human health is being affected directly by
climate change. For example, more people are dying from heat stress and more are being
affected by diseases spread by pathogens, such as mosquitoes, that benefit from warming.
Extreme weather events have become more common. Increased heat waves, wildfires,
droughts, severe storms and floods are causing suffering to humans and other species.
These and other climate-related changes are multiplying the dangers posed by existing risks
for communities and individuals. In the case of risks to people, they are especially high for
those individuals and communities that have limited ability to cope, namely the poor.
People in areas of conflict face added vulnerability due to the impacts of climate change.
These and similar changes will continue to increase in the future.

Tables 7.1 and 7.2 identify a number of key risks from climate change described by
the IPCC.
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Table 7.1 Selected sectoral risks

Freshwater resources e Water scarcity and flooding will increase alongside
warming
e Competition for reduced water resources to increase
Terrestrial and freshwater ®  Species face increased risk of extinction
ecosystems e High chance of ‘abrupt and irreversible’ changes to these
ecosystems
Coastal and marine ®  Adverse impacts of sea-level rise, such as flooding and
systems erosion

®  Migration and loss of marine species
e Ocean acidification to adversely affect species, notably
in polar and reef ecosystems

Food e Major crops (rice, corn and wheat) negatively impacted
e Food security to suffer due to scarcities, rising prices
Rural areas e Water scarcities, food insecurity and reduced agricultural
incomes, especially among the poor
Economics ® Rising costs to cope with climate change

® Reduced incomes due to climate impacts
e |osses accelerate with greater warming
®  Reduced economic growth and increased poverty
Security e Increased displacement and involuntary migration
e Increased risks of violent conflict
e  Potential threats to national security from territorial changes,
boundary impacts, effects on fish stocks and so forth

Source: Adapted from IPCC (2014: 14-20).

Politicization of climate science

The basic science of climate change is straightforward. Observational research confirms sci-
entists” hypotheses and computer models are now quite accurate. (We know this because
scientists use their models to go back in time and predict subsequent environmental conditions
that have been confirmed by environmental measurements and observations.) This does not
mean that uncertainties are gone; far from it: climate change is so complex that details will
always be the subject of analysis. For example, there is great uncertainty about potential
impacts of ‘positive feedback’ loops, such as the potential runaway warming that could result
from methane emissions from melting tundra (and, worryingly, possibly from melting meth-
ane hydrates beneath the sea). What is very clear from the science is that the consequences of
many uncertain impacts will be bad. Thus, the scientific uncertainty is not that climate change
is happening and is at the root of future hardships, but instead that scientists have not yet
determined fully how bad the many bad impacts will be — whether they will be very bad or
utterly catastrophic. Many scientists believe the latter, but this is not yet the consensus. In
short, the reality of global warming and its basic causes and consequences, along with the
same for broader climatic changes, are now established. Questions now are about the details.
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Table 7.2 Key risks for individuals and communities

‘death, injury, ill-health, or disrupted livelihoods’ in coastal areas and on islands affected by
storm surges, flooding and rising seas

‘severe ill-health and disrupted livelihoods' for people in major cities due to flooding
‘extreme weather events leading to breakdown of infrastructure networks and critical
services' (e.g., emergency and health services, basic necessities such as water and electricity)
‘mortality and morbidity during periods of extreme heat’, notably among the poor and
those who work outdoors

‘food insecurity and the breakdown of food systems’ due to rising temperatures and
weather extremes, notably among the poor

"loss of rural livelihoods and income’ due to falling agricultural output and shortages of water,
especially for those most dependent on the land (e.g., farmer workers and pastoralists)

‘loss of marine and coastal ecosystems, biodiversity, and the ecosystem goods, functions,
and services they provide’ for coastal and fishing communities

‘loss of terrestrial and inland water ecosystems, biodiversity, and the ecosystem goods,
functions, and services they provide for livelihoods'’

Source: Adapted from IPCC (2014: 13).

Climate change is the most complicated scientific problem ever encountered. But cli-
mate science has been made much more complicated because it has been highly politicized.
Initially, large industries that profit from heavy use of fossil fuels, such as oil producers,
manufacturers and automobile companies, joined together to aggressively lobby govern-
ments to prevent international agreements and national policy action on climate science.
They used public relations and media campaigns to confuse the public about the realities of
climate change.

By politicizing climate science, and specifically by creating doubt about its reality and
effects, they clouded understanding of otherwise clear reports from the IPCC and other
scientific bodies. This manufactured sense of doubt has been made worse by ‘balanced’
media coverage, which until recently, reported the skeptic’s view alongside that of the
scientists, and fake news’ spread via online social media platforms. Over more than two
decades, enough people and politicians were confused by this campaign to greatly restrain
action on climate change. Skepticism and doubt about climate change were especially
influential in the United States, including within Congress and inside the federal gov-
ernment. Even some US presidents have publicly expressed doubt about climate change,
notably George W. Bush and, more recently, Donald Trump.

However, as the science of climate change has become clearer, as the evidence has built
to demonstrate the accuracy of past scientific predictions, and as the realities of actual
global warming and felt impacts of climate change have become more apparent around the
world, publics have become more worried about the problem. It has become almost impos-
sible for most politicians to remain climate skeptics, and many former skeptics now accept
the science. That said, a hard core of ‘climate deniers’ still exists, particularly in the United
States — apparently including the Trump administration’s head of the US Environmental
Protection Agency, not to mention a number of other officials appointed by President
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Trump. Consequently, despite being in a minority, climate skeptics and deniers have been
disproportionately influential in policy debates about climate change. To be sure, nearly all
governments and the vast majority of people globally do not doubt climate science. That
said, many people who believe the basic science still do not accept that things will be as bad
in the future as scientists are predicting. These people might be referred to as the ‘luke-
warmers’ — they believe that global warming is happening but that temperature rises, and
all that they portend, will not be catastrophic. They believe that action is needed, but not
major action and certainly not urgent action. They believe that global warming is manage-
able. The danger of such views is that they help to hold back bold policy actions that are
needed to address both the causes and consequences of climate change.

Manufactured climate skepticism and denial have influenced the work of the IPCC.
Compared to its early assessments, in its most recent reports it has been more forthright in
declaring the consensus. In its fifth assessment report, the IPCC stated that

[w]arming of the climate system is unequivocal, and since the 1950s, many of the
observed changes are unprecedented over decades to millennia. The atmosphere and
ocean have warmed, the amounts of snow and ice have diminished, sea level has
risen, and the concentrations of greenhouse gases have increased.

(IPCC 2013: 4)

In its previous assessment, the IPCC declared that ‘discernible human influences extend
beyond average temperature to other aspects of climate, including temperature extremes
and wind patterns’ (IPCC 2007: 40). These findings are accepted by most governments, and
they have informed international negotiations on climate change and related national poli-
cies in most states. What comes from this story, however, is that climate science is definitely
not just about science per se; it is also very much about politics. It demonstrates profoundly
how the global environment and politics are intimately linked, for better or worse.

International cooperation: negotiations, agreements
and policies

The work of scientists has stimulated the global politics of climate change, although the
latter has often taken on a life of its own. In December 1990, the United Nations General
Assembly established the Intergovernmental Negotiating Committee for a Framework
Convention on Climate Change. The goal of that committee was to negotiate a ‘frame-
work’ convention — much as happened in negotiations to address stratospheric ozone
depletion — that would form the foundation of subsequent ‘protocol” agreements to deal
with the problem of climate change.

The framework: the climate change convention

Diplomats from more than 150 states negotiated the United Nations Framework Conven-
tion on Climate Change (UNFCCC), which was signed at the 1992 United Nations
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Conference on Environment and Development — the ‘Earth Summit’. The declared object-
ive of the framework convention was, and remains, the

stabilization of greenhouse gas concentrations in the atmosphere at a level that
would prevent dangerous anthropogenic interference with the climate system. Such
a level should be achieved within a time-frame sufficient to allow ecosystems to adapt
naturally to climate change, to ensure that food production is not threatened and to
enable economic development to proceed in a sustainable manner.

(UNFCCC 1992: art. 2)

The convention called on the economically developed states to reduce their emissions of
greenhouse gases to 1990 levels by 2000 — something that they failed to do. The convention
came into force in 1994. In addition to agreeing to reduce their climate pollution, developed
states agreed to provide ‘new and additional” resources to developing states to help them
address climate change. This concession did not come easily; the United States, for example,
was very much opposed to taking on new obligations to provide assistance to developing
states.

Negotiations for the framework convention were fraught with major disagreements
between developed and developing states in particular. This set a precedent for subsequent
negotiations for a protocol and other agreements intended to realize the declared aims of
the framework convention.

International negotiations on climate change became more or less regularized and
recurring. In 1995, the UNFCCC Conferences of the Parties was established. The aim of
what would become more or less annual conferences was to act as the overriding author-
ity of the convention and to negotiate the details of how greenhouse gas limitations and
other aspects of the convention would be achieved. At the first Conference of the Parties,
held in Berlin, Germany, in 1995, developed states acknowledged that they had a greater
share of the responsibility for causing climate change and should therefore act to address
it first. This acknowledgement became known as the ‘Berlin Mandate’, central to which
was the recurring demand of developing states that affluent states take on greater com-
mitments to reduce their greenhouse gas emissions and to assist the poor states in achiev-
ing environmentally sustainable development. The Berlin Mandate was an affirmation of
the importance of ‘common but differentiated responsibilities” in global environmental
politics. According to this concept, all of the world’s states have common responsibility to
address climate change, but the developed states have differentiated — that is, much greater —
obligation to do this.

Top-down: negotiating the Kyoto Protocol

At the 1996 second Conference of the Parties in Geneva, Switzerland, diplomats called for
a legally binding protocol to the UNFCCC that would have specific targets and timetables
for limiting greenhouse gas pollution coming from developed states. That conference’s
Geneva Declaration would become the foundation for the Kyoto Protocol, the first formal
protocol to the UNFCCC. The 1997 Kyoto Protocol was negotiated in December 1997 at
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the third Conference of the Parties in Kyoto, Japan. It required most developed states
collectively to reduce their greenhouse gas emissions by 5.2 per cent below 1990 levels by
2012. However, not all developed states agreed to be bound by the protocol. Much as
developed states failed to do what they promised in the UNFCCC, history shows that
collectively they did not actually do what the Kyoto Protocol required.

While the Kyoto Protocol was a ‘top-down’ instrument — that is, by agreement it
imposed negotiated greenhouse gas limitations on states — it was designed to provide
flexibility in implementing its objectives. This flexibility was to be achieved through three
related market-based mechanisms: emissions trading (a ‘carbon market”), joint implementa-
tion and the Clean Development Mechanism. Emissions trading enabled developed states
to barter emissions credits among themselves. If a particular state could limit its emissions
more than required by the protocol, it would have unused ‘emissions reductions’ that it
could sell to other states failing to achieve their own reduction targets. The price of the
unused emissions reductions was to be determined by market demand. One contentious
issue among all states was whether the use of carbon sinks, such as planting forests and
making other land-use changes to remove greenhouse gases from the atmosphere, should
be counted alongside concrete reductions in greenhouse emissions. The effectiveness of
such an approach is still subject to debate.

Another market-based mechanism under the Kyoto Protocol was joint implementation.
Under this mechanism, developed states could earn emissions credits when investing in one
another’s emissions-reduction projects. The aim was to allow developed states to join forces
to use the least expensive means of reducing their joint greenhouse gas pollution. The
Clean Development Mechanism is similar in that it was designed to allow developed-state
parties to the Kyoto Protocol to achieve their emissions limitations, or receive saleable
emissions credits in the carbon market, by supporting emissions-reduction projects in
developing states not subject to emissions limitations themselves. From a climatic perspec-
tive, it makes little difference where the emissions cuts are made (provided that they are
actual cuts and not simply accounting tricks). The Clean Development Mechanism quickly
resulted in an expanding market for emissions credits from projects in China, India and
other developing states (although China took the vast bulk of the projects in the early
years) (Ruthner et al. 2011). The intention was for these states, with assistance from the
Clean Development Mechanism, to build less polluting factories and other facilities than
they might have done or to clean up existing factories that might not have been cleaned up
otherwise.

The argument made in favor of these projects was that they were good for everyone:
developed states would be able to reduce their greenhouse gas pollution at lower cost by
paying for projects in developing states, and the developing states with the projects would
benefit from new investment. Furthermore, cleaner facilities in these states could also
reduce local air pollution. However, these projects were not without their critics. One
argument was that many of the projects would go ahead anyway, and another was that
many projects were created simply to profit from the mechanism’s financial transfers.
What addressing climate change effectively really demanded was cuts from both developed
and larger developing states.

Realizing the objectives of the Kyoto Protocol became a major subject of discussions in
subsequent Conferences of the Parties to the UNFCCC. For example, some of the means
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by which the protocol could be implemented were codified at the 1998 fourth Conference
of the Parties, held in Buenos Aires, Argentina. At the fifth Conference of the Parties in
Bonn, Germany, in October 1999, a timetable for completing outstanding details of the
Kyoto Protocol was agreed. The sixth Conference of the Parties was held in November
2000 at The Hague, the Netherlands, and in Bonn, Germany, in July 2001. Around this time,
ratification of the Kyoto Protocol by signatories was put into doubt with the election of
George W. Bush to be president of the United States. He subsequently withdrew US support
for the protocol. Nevertheless, the sixth conference resulted in agreement on emissions
trading, carbon sinks, compliance mechanisms and aid to developing states. The seventh
Conference of the Parties met in Marrakech, Morocco, in 2001. Diplomats formulated the
Marrakech Accords, a complex set of proposals for implementing the Kyoto protocol,
largely designed to garner ratification from enough states to allow the protocol to enter
into force. Diplomats also agreed to increase funding for the Global Environmental Facility.

The latter fund, focusing on adaptation, served as recognition that efforts to mitigate
climate change would not be enough to prevent painful impacts, notably in poor states. Not
surprisingly, therefore, at the eighth Conference of the Parties in New Delhi, India, in
October 2002, diplomats shifted focus away from preventing climate change by cutting
greenhouse gas pollution toward adapting to unavoidable climate change. At the confer-
ence, developed states agreed to help developing states adapt to impacts. This approach
would enable wealthy states to avoid having to undertake as many costly actions to reduce
greenhouse gas emissions as would be required if mitigation of climate change were to
remain the overriding priority. Assuming that poor states would be hit by the effects of
climate change anyway, the shift toward adaptation had some practical merits, specifically
that they might benefit from additional assistance. Because greenhouse gas concentrations
in the atmosphere have already reached the point where dangerous climate change is
inevitable, adaptation is an obvious near-term priority for those most affected.

At the eighth and ninth Conferences of the Parties, diplomats discussed ways to
implement the Marrakech Accords and to prepare for the ratification of the Kyoto Pro-
tocol, but adaptation was once again a priority at the December 2004 tenth Conference of
the Parties in Buenos Aires, Argentina. That conference was called the Adaptation COP’
because discussion focused more on adaptation to climate change than the mitigation goals
of the Kyoto Protocol. Reflecting what had been, and remains, a trend in climate nego-
tiations, the Buenos Aires conference resulted in pledges of additional assistance to aid poor
states most affected by climate change, but there were no clear commitments to making
access to adaptation funds possible. Importantly, it was also in 2004 that Russia ratified the
Kyoto Protocol, allowing the agreement to finally enter into force in February 2005.

The eleventh Conference of the Parties, and the ‘First Conference of the Parties
Serving as the Meeting of the Parties’ to the Kyoto Protocol, met in Montreal, Canada,
in late 2005. The conference began to formalize implementation of the protocol: rules
for emissions trading, joint implementation, crediting of emissions sinks and penalties
for non-compliance. It also took steps to strengthen the Clean Development Mechanism
and establish guidelines for an Adaptation Fund. Several developing states, albeit still
opposed to binding obligations to limit their own greenhouse gas emissions, expressed
interest in undertaking voluntary measures to do so. It would be a full decade before this
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approach, whereby all states would take some sort of action (thus satisfying persistent US
demands for this), would be codified in a formal agreement (see below on the Paris
Agreement).

Subsequent climate negotiations resulted in incremental steps toward action on climate
change, in the process highlighting recurring differences among states about how best to
achieve the objectives of both the UNFCCC and the Kyoto Protocol. For example, much as
at other conferences before it, differences among states were apparent at the thirteenth
Conference of the Parties in Bali, Indonesia, in 2007. European states argued for deeper
international commitments for greenhouse gas cuts, revealing their more or less consistent
willingness to take greater action compared to the United States. In contrast, the United
States strongly opposed adding new commitments — even as developing states argued that
they ought to receive more financial and technological assistance.

The discussions at Bali were pushed to a substantial degree by the IPCC’s fourth assess-
ment report (IPCC 2007), which removed any remaining doubt about the main causes and
consequences of climate change —at least in the minds of diplomats and other officials who
were willing to accept the facts. One significant aspect of the Bali conference was wide-
spread opposition to efforts by US diplomats to prevent negotiation of a new agreement
that might require developed states to go substantially further to reduce their greenhouse
gas pollution and to provide assistance to developing states to help them cope with the
impacts of climate change. The conference resulted in the so-called Bali Roadmap, which
was intended to guide negotiations toward a new agreement for the Conference of the
Parties to be held in Copenhagen, Denmark, at the end of 2009.

A step on the way to Copenhagen was the 2008 fourteenth Conference of the Parties
held in Poznan, Poland. The Poznan conference was noteworthy because, amidst the
global financial crisis, even European states that had previously pushed for action on
climate change were less supportive of deeper greenhouse gas cuts. Nevertheless, by this
point in the climate change negotiations — two decades since they began — there was real-
ization that more needed to be done. This realization was reflected in the level of partici-
pation at the Copenhagen conference: it involved 192 states and 119 state leaders (IISD
2009). The most important result of the conference was the Copenhagen Accord. The
accord was agreed on the last day of the conference by a small number of diplomats
and leaders (including US President Barrack Obama), meeting behind closed doors.
It reaffirmed the science of climate change, acknowledged the need to stop increasing
global greenhouse gas pollution and declared that global warming should be limited to
not more than 2 °C. Importantly for developing states, the accord promised to mobilize
$100 billion per year by 2020 and establish a Green Climate Fund to help them deal with
climate change (UNFCCC 2009).

At first glance, the Copenhagen Accord seemed to be significant. On closer inspection,
itlooked to be somethingless: like the original pledge of governments at the Earth Summit,
the accord’s provisions were voluntary. States revealed a continued unwillingness to accept
internationally mandated robust cuts in their greenhouse gas pollution. Consequently, at
the December 2010 sixteenth Conference of the Parties in Cancun, Mexico, diplomats yet
again agreed that more effort was needed, but they were unable to agree on what to do
when the Kyoto Protocol would expire in 2012.
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The tortuous diplomatic process to negotiate the Kyoto Protocol and work toward its
implementation revealed a problem with climate change politics and, to some extent,
global environmental politics more generally: like any collective action problem, those who
are called upon to take action will often do all that they can to avoid doing so. Looked at
over the first two decades of climate diplomacy, the United States — until early in this cen-
tury the largest national source of greenhouse gas pollution (since overtaken by China) —
never really wanted to address climate change. It used its diplomatic muscle to water down
the Kyoto Protocol — nobody seriously thought that cutting greenhouse gas emissions by
5.2 per cent among some states would do much to solve the problem — and then used its
influence to see that the agreement remained weak in implementation. The top-down
approach to climate negotiations, whereby pollution standards would be set at the inter-
national level, proved not to work very well. The Americans argued for what would be a
more bottom-up approach: individual states setting their own pollution-reduction targets
based on their own capabilities and circumstances. Given the failure of the Kyoto process,
the Americans got their way. This bottom-up approach would guide the next major step in
climate politics: the Paris Agreement.

Bottom-up: the Paris Agreement

The seventeenth Conference of the Parties took place in Durban, South Africa, in late 2011.
Perhaps recognizing that more action was needed, diplomats at the conference agreed to
the Durban Platform for Enhanced Action. While the title of the platform suggested addi-
tional action, the contents were mostly unambitious pledges to implement previously
negotiated agreements. For example, the platform called for implementing the Green
Climate Fund and finding new sources of financing for developing states, but then it did not
identify the actual sources of funding. Diplomats at Durban agreed to keep the Kyoto Pro-
tocol alive, but far more importantly, they made a commitment to negotiate an entirely
new climate agreement, no later than 2015, that would include pledges for limitations in
greenhouse gas pollution from all states. At the Durban conference, the European Union
called for the new agreement to include legally binding emissions commitments from large
developing states — essentially making the same argument that the United States had been
making for years. Meanwhile, China and India argued that developed states should first
implement past agreements. China’s chief diplomat at the conference suggested that China
would consider accepting new commitments after 2020, but only if developed states ful-
filled their obligations under existing agreements.

The Durban action plan reaffirmed the objective of keeping global warming below
2° C. At the same time, negotiators acknowledged that twice that much global warming
was likely without new national commitments to cut global emissions of greenhouse pol-
lution much more aggressively. However, as the Durban conference closed, there was little
prospect that governments would agree to those essential cuts. The Durban Conference of
the Parties exposed a basic flaw in climate change politics (and often global environmental
politics in other issue areas); namely, that states normally put their own perceived short-
term interests before common long-term environmental objectives (see Harris 2013).
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Negotiations continued at the eighteenth Conferences of the Parties, held in Doha, Qatar,
in 2012, and the nineteenth conference, held in Warsaw, Poland, in 2013. The outcomes were
consistent with past conferences: agreement to continue negotiations and to resolve the
perennial problem of developed states failing to meet their obligations and developing states
(particularly China) quickly becoming major sources of greenhouse gas pollution. Shortly
before the twentieth Conference of the Parties in Lima, Peru, in December 2014, the IPCC
released its latest assessment reports (IPCC 2013, 2014), therein reaffirming that climate
change would have devastating environmental and social impacts (see above). The United
Nations Environment Programme argued that urgent action would be required to stem the
growth in greenhouse gas emissions — meaning halving them almost immediately and elim-
inating them completely later in the century (UNEP 2014).

At the Lima conference, several developed states offered to contribute substantial new
money to the Green Climate Fund. No doubt this was meant to help nudge developing
states to take on emissions limitations of their own. Indeed, at a China—US summit that
nearly coincided with the Lima conference, the Chinese president said that China’s carbon
emissions would level off no later than 2030, and the US president pledged that US emissions
would fall by a quarter or more by 2025 (but both of them used 2005 as their base year for
these pledges, meaning that they were not nearly as impressive as they might have been had
they used the 1990 base year of the UNFCCC and the Kyoto Protocol). The agreement that
emanated from the Lima conference — the Lima Accord — was significant in that, for better
or worse, it began the shift away from the traditional differentiation between developed and
developing states, which required action by the former before asking it of the latter, and
moved toward more common responsibility to act, albeit still expecting historical polluters
of the developed world to take on greater responsibility. Developing states would not be
expected necessarily to promise future emissions cuts, as would be expected of developed
states, but they would be expected to pledge emissions limitations (at least reducing their
increases) of some kind in the future. However, the Lima Accord did not include any new
pledge from states to cut their greenhouse gas pollution. That was to come the following
year in the run up to the twenty-first Conference of the Parties in Paris, France, in 2015.

The Paris conference was the culmination of efforts to move international climate regu-
lation away from top-down collective mandates to bottom-up national pledges. The Paris
Agreement on climate change for the first time required developing states to limit their
greenhouse gas pollution alongside developed states (United Nations 2016). To be sure, the
requirements were to be self-made: all states would pledge to take action to contribute to
the common goal of limiting global warming to less than 2 °C, and the agreement nomin-
ally calls for warming to not exceed 1.5 °C. Each state pledged to limit national emissions
in some way, although not necessarily to reduce them. The idea was that these pledges
would become baselines for more robust action in the future. The great advantage of this
approach is that it garnered nearly universal participation; almost every state in the world
joined. The associated disadvantage is that this bottom-up, nationally determined approach
does not necessarily go far beyond what states would do anyway — and, so far, the pledges
have been far too limited. Even if all of the national pledges to implement that Paris Agree-
ment are fully implemented by almost every state, global warming would likely surpass
3 °C (UNEP 2016). That is double the nominal objective of the agreement.
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It is still early days to assess the bottom-up approach. Whether the Paris Agreement is
ultimately successful will be determined by whether it is a catalyst for states to take much
more aggressive steps in the near future to collectively reduce global greenhouse gas pollu-
tion and to move quite rapidly to a global economy that does not rely on fossil fuels. Initial
indications have been mixed. The United States has had a shifting position on the Paris Agree-
ment. It was embraced by President Barack Obama, who put in place national policies to help
nudge the United States away from heavy reliance on coal. But his successor, Donald Trump,
declared in 2017 that the United States would withdraw from the agreement, and his admin-
istration worked to promote the use of coal and undo environmental policies of the Obama
administration. Nevertheless, other states, including the Europeans and major developing
states, notably China and India, pledged to continue working to limit their greenhouse gas
emissions. Even within the United States, sub-state actors, including several US states (e.g.,
California), municipalities, businesses and nongovernmental organizations pledged to make
up for Trump’s anti-climate policies. It is conceivable that Trump’s dislike for the Paris Agree-
ment will make it more likeable by almost everyone else. As with the top-down approach, we
see that climate change is very much a question of politics (see Table 7.3).

Global politics of climate change: selected key themes

Climate change has a prominent place on the international environmental agenda because
its causes and consequences have become so evident and prudentially important. The driv-
ing force behind climate change has been material consumption, modern lifestyles and
associated industrial pollution — and especially the world economy’s reliance on fossil-based

Table 7.3  International climate policymaking: top-down vs. bottom-up

Top-down Bottom-up
Major international agree- 1997 Kyoto Protocol 2015 Paris Agreement
ment under the 1992
Framework Convention on
Climate Change
Emissions mitigation Reduce collective green- Reduce national greenhouse
expectations for developed house gas emissions as gas emissions as nationally
states internationally agreed? determined
Emissions mitigation No obligation to reduce Limit national greenhouse gas
expectations for develop- emissions emissions as nationally
ing states determined
Support for implementation  Joint implementation, Green Climate Fund to
and adaptation Clean Development increase assistance to develop-
Mechanism, Global ing states to $100 billion per

Environment Facility, etc. year by 2020, etc.

2Some developed states were allowed to increase their emissions within agreed limits.
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fuels for most of its energy. Transnational actors have played a central role in highlighting
the problem (as in the case of scientific groups and communities), in pushing for govern-
ment action (by environmental nongovernmental organizations) and — especially in the
United States — in using domestic political processes to prevent or delay action (as in the
case of a number of American business and industry groups). These roles have routinely
been premised on maintaining the economic status quo: energy-intensive, and specifically
carbon-intensive, economic development and growth. But they have been politically juxta-
posed against growing concerns about the many ways in which climate change will under-
mine national and human security in coming decades. All of these themes have been
wrapped up in disparate conceptions of how to achieve fair agreements and action to
address climate change — how to achieve ecological justice.

Consumption

The underlying force that has propelled climate change is material consumption (see Fuchs
and Boll, Chapter 5). Nearly everything that people consume leads to the emission of green-
house gases, whether directly, as with the burning of fossil fuels for transportation, or indi-
rectly, as when fossil fuels are burned to produce electricity and material ‘goods” that people
consume by necessity or for pleasure, or when other greenhouse gases are emitted from
human behaviors, such as methane that comes from animals (e.g., cattle) that are consumed
for food. The vast bulk of the historical consumption of material goods and energy occurred
in the developed, industrialized world. This has changed as people in developing states have
increasingly adopted lifestyles and consumption habits similar to those in the West, although
average per capita energy use and consumption in Western states is many times that in most
(but not all) of the developing world. The developed world’s disproportionate impact on the
global environment, manifested in its greater historical pollution and higher average per capita
greenhouse gas emissions, explains why many developed states were the first to commit to
start reducing their emissions. However, trends are shifting, and quite rapidly so. China has
overtaken the United States to become the largest national source of greenhouse gas emis-
sions. Many millions of people in China and several other developing states have moved into
the global middle class, thereby enabling them to consume and pollute as much as Westerners
have done for a century or more. Per capita carbon emissions in China are now about the same
as in many European states. Consequently, the globalization of modern lifestyles is having a
profoundly damaging impact on the earth’s atmosphere. A key question for global environ-
mental politics will be whether these trends can be tempered, both by limiting the amount of
‘stuft” that people consume and by deploying new technologies, such as alternative sources of
energy, that allow consumption without exacerbating climate change.

Transnational actors

As holds true with other cases of global environmental politics, climate change demon-
strates the importance of transnational actors, particularly groups of scientists but also
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myriad environmental nongovernmental organizations. As noted previously, the under-
lying scientific understanding of climate change, which feeds into national policy and inter-
national negotiations on climate change, was developed by scientists collaborating
internationally. Their findings have been disseminated for the use of national policymakers
and for diplomats involved in the climate change negotiations. Sometimes scientists serve
on national delegations at Conferences of the Parties. They also work in collaboration with
nongovernmental organizations, which in turn, attempt to influence public opinion and
government officials. Nongovernmental organizations active in pushing for stronger action
on climate change include those in favor of more robust action to cut back on greenhouse
gas emissions and to help poor states and people cope with climate change, such as Green-
peace, Oxfam and WWFE.

These and similar organizations have been prominent and visible in their public relations
and direct-action campaigns to persuade developed-state governments and members of their
national legislatures to support greenhouse gas emissions cuts, subsidies for green programs
and industries, and international aid for climate change-related projects in the developing
world. Many of these groups have large memberships that garner the attention of national
legislators, expertise that can be brought to bear in climate change debates and the moral high
ground as news about the impacts of climate change becomes more prominent and wide-
spread. Environmental nongovernmental organizations work at both the grassroots level to
muster public support and with like-minded groups in other states to pool resources and
expertise. Many of these groups routinely show up at Conferences of the Parties to publicly
shame diplomats and governments for not doing more to address climate change.

Other nongovernmental organizations, such as the American Chamber of Commerce
and the former Global Climate Coalition, have lobbied legislators and governments to
avoid climate-related laws, particularly those that would require businesses to comply with
new regulations or that would lead to ‘green taxes” or ‘carbon taxes’ on activities that result
in greenhouse pollution. Industries that have been most opposed to action on climate
change have included petroleum companies, electric utilities and automobile manufactur-
ers. By appealing to legislators’ concerns about jobs and economic growth, and through
their donations of money to politicians” election campaigns (common in the United States),
these industries have been able to foster skepticism of climate science (see above) and
thereby block robust regulations and laws to bring about reductions in greenhouse gas
pollution. In recent years, however, as climate science has become more robust and more
people have become concerned about the environment, many industries have shifted pos-
itions, slowly reducing their opposition to climate change-related laws while looking for
new economic opportunities in energy savings, alternative energy sources and ‘green’
products. These more environmentally inclined businesses have diluted the political influ-
ence of industries that continue to support carbon-intensive economic activity.

Environmental security and justice

In the last few years, there has been a tectonic shift in the global politics of climate change
away from scientific skepticism to recognition that it is a real problem requiring action by
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governments and other actors. One reason for this shift is realization among officials and
publics that climate change presents very real challenges to their prudential interests. Put
another way, climate change is a matter of security, although there has been some hesitation
in calling climate change a national security threat in the traditional sense. Some experts
will debate whether climate change is an existential threat to states, but for small-island
states most vulnerable to sea-level rise, there is certainly no doubt about this. What is more,
there is no longer doubt that climate change is a major threat to human and economic
security, especially in the developing world. The environmental changes that result from
climate change leave people who are already vulnerable to drought, storms and pestilence
even more vulnerable than before. For many of them, climate change is now a matter of
life or death.

This impact on those who are vulnerable raises profound questions of justice. Concerns
about international justice have been expressed by developing states from the beginning of
the climate change negotiations. As they argue, it is the developed states of the world that
are most responsible for historical emissions of greenhouse gases, and it is the developing
states that will suffer the most from the environmental changes brought on by those emis-
sions. The developed states are therefore responsible for reducing emissions of greenhouse
gases and helping developing states to adapt to the inevitable changes that cannot be
avoided. This is an unassailable argument: at its most basic level, justice demands that those
causing harm to others stop that harm and meet reasonable demands of those who have
been harmed.

Consequently, as noted above, early in the climate negotiations, governments agreed
upon the principle of common but differentiated responsibility. It followed from this prin-
ciple that the Kyoto Protocol would not require developing states to reduce their emissions
of greenhouse gases. But, as we have seen, the actual cuts in emissions by developed states
have barely matched their obligations, and the amount of funding that affluent states have
given to poor states for adaptation to climate change has been tiny compared to the need.
Climate change also presents potentially even more profound questions of global justice.
As millions of people in developing states join the world’s affluent classes, calls will grow
for them to join Americans, Germans and Japanese to limit and eventually reduce their
greenhouse gas pollution (see Harris 2016).

Conclusion

News about climate change, or about the most recent ‘natural’ disaster that may be a mani-
festation of global warming, is now daily fare for most people who spend much time read-
ing newspapers, watching television or getting news via the Internet. The science has
improved to the point where it is now impossible for policymakers to credibly deny the
reality of the problem or its seriousness for most of the world. Consequently, climate
change has become one of the most prominent issues in global politics, now routinely
garnering the attention of presidents and prime ministers. Nevertheless, despite the height-
ened pace of international negotiations that have resulted from the growing amount of
high-level and public attention to climate change, greenhouse gas pollution remains far too
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high to avert dangerous climate change (the stated objective of the Framework Conven-
tion on Climate Change). While it is very likely that governments will be able to agree
to more action, and specifically more cuts in atmospheric pollution at the root of the
problem, currently there is not a high prospect for the scale of cuts globally that scien-
tists say are needed. Global warming will continue throughout our lifetimes and beyond.
Even if the developed world cuts back substantially on its greenhouse gas emissions, the
developing world’s emissions will likely grow, or at least continue, for some decades
more. Without radical changes in government policies and rapid deployment of environ-
mentally friendly technologies, the best we can expect in the near- and medium-term is
modest limitations on pollution and, thus, somewhat lesser impacts later this century
and beyond.

Climate change exposes the difficulties and limits of global environmental politics. Fun-
damentally, climate change and its various painful manifestations are inevitable. It is imper-
ative that states work toward agreements and policies that are vastly more aggressive in
cutting global greenhouse gas pollution. If they can do that, some of the worst impacts of
climate change might be avoided in the future. In the meantime, the history of climate
politics demonstrates the great need for all capable individuals to do whatever we can to
reduce our pollution and, ideally, to help those people who suffer the most from climate
change — the world’s poor.

Note

1 Parts of this chapter are adapted from Harris (2007a, 2007b, 2008a, 2008b, 2009a, 2009b, 2010a,
2010b, 2013, 2016, 2017, 2018) and works cited therein.
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As China goes, so 8
goes the planet

The environmental

implications of the rise
of China

Judith Shapiro

The Chinese superpower has arrived, its environmental footprint extending to the far
reaches of the globe, from the Amazon to the Arctic, from Australia to the Americas.
China’s domination of Asia is all but assured, its investments in new infrastructure integrat-
ing the region and pulling it into the orbit of the “Middle Kingdom.” But there are enormous
uncertainties about the environmental implications of China’s newfound economic and
political power. On the one hand, the accelerated pace of globalization, with the extraction
of raw materials and resources needed to fuel China’s growth, will leave environmental
degradation in its wake in the form of deforestation, biodiversity loss, scarred landscapes,
and toxic chemicals. On the other hand, China is quickly emerging as the global leader in
the fight against climate change, and much of this new investment is welcomed by recipient
countries seeking to attract Chinese capital and develop their economies. The Chinese
regime has incorporated “ecological civilization” into its major policy platforms, and it
claims that its international lending criteria are green, minimizing environmental damage
while bringing prosperity through new railways, highways, and deep water ports. How
should we think about the environmental promises and pitfalls represented by the rise of
China? Why does China merit a chapter on its own, when other major countries, from
the United States to India to Brazil also have enormous environmental footprints? Is there
something special about the breadth and speed of China’s impact that cries out for
close examination by anyone concerned about the future of the planet? China epitomizes
the importance of global economy and political development, as Hickmann and Lederer
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describe in their chapter (Chapter 3). China’s meteoric rise is transforming the way
resources are extracted in the farthest reaches of the globe.

The rapidity of China’s transformation is unprecedented. In the mid-19th century,
China was known as “the sick man of Asia,” colonized by imperial powers, forced to
accept opium in trade for tea and other valuables. When the dynastic system collapsed in
1911 with the end of the Qing, the country faced seven decades of upheaval involving the
Japanese invasions and World War Two, civil war between the Communists and the
Nationalists, and then seemingly endless internal political campaigns and conflict during
the Mao years (1949-1976), all of which crippled China’s economy and limited its inter-
national dealings. When the reformist leader Deng Xiaoping launched the Four Modern-
izations in 1978 and opened up China’s door, he needed to reassure traumatized citizens
that it was “glorious to get rich,” so afraid were they of anything that hinted of capitalism
or private ownership.

Today, China is not merely “rich” but a global superpower, buying natural resources
around the globe, claiming the oil and fisheries-rich South China Sea with its critical
transport channel in the Straits of Malacca, and leaving the recipients of its largesse in
terms of grants, loans, and investment both delighted with the influx of capital and
apprehensive about its implications and how to manage relations with their new friend.
China has launched its own development banks to rival the Bretton Woods institutions of
the World Bank and International Monetary Fund, arguing that a “Beijing Consensus”
which emphasizes the value of social harmony and hierarchy, with China at the core, is a
valid alternative to the “Washington Consensus” that sees globalization, free trade, demo-
cratic elections, and privatization as bringing benefits to all. There is even talk of a “China
Dream” of national renewal, prosperity, and social stability offered as a counterweight to
the American Dream of individual rights and social mobility.

This chapter begins with an overview of the international impacts of China’s domestic
environmental challenges, including ground-level air pollution, carbon emissions, and
water pollution. It then turns to China’s stunning assumption of leadership in inter-
national environmental governance after President Trump announced the United States’
intention to withdraw from the Paris Agreement on climate change mitigation. It then
offers a snapshot of how China’s quest for resources is being felt around the world, where
the taste for shark fin is decimating fisheries oftf Africa, the extraction of minerals is cre-
ating conflicts in countries as far-flung as Peru and Ghana, and the purchase of agricul-
tural lands is leading nervous communities from Africa to Canada to accuse China of
“land-grabbing.” We then focus more deeply on China’s green governance efforts and two
major new initiatives, the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) and the One Belt,
One Road initiative (OBOR), which together with the China Development Bank, are pro-
moting China’s economic and political interests overseas. Finally, we explore how China’s
domestic environmental groups (ENGOs) are working to help the country solve its
environmental problems despite the tight social and political controls on civil groups in
recent years. I hope that this brief chapter will inspire readers to explore this critical
moment in China’s rise. The international order is being reorganized at a moment of
intense crisis for the future of the planet, and how China handles its newfound power will
be critical for us all.
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Air and water: international environmental impacts

Although, for many readers of this book, China may lie halfway around the globe, what
happens within the country has an impact far beyond national borders. Take air pollution,
for example. China’s particulate air pollution, a product of its reliance on coal for
manufacturing and of its heavy automobile emissions, has not only affected the health of
millions of its own citizens but is a deep concern for its neighbors, particularly Japan and
Korea, whose forests and lakes have mightily suffered from China’s acidic air (Wilkening
2004). The mercury in China’s air pollution has even affected regions across the Pacific, in
California and Western Canada. The truism that environmental issues do not carry pass-
ports is particularly obvious for air pollution.

Challenges relating to emissions are not only regional but global, affecting the very
infrastructure of the planet. As Paul Harris underlines in his chapter on climate change
(Chapter 7), global environmental problems threaten the very infrastructure that supports
life on the planet. China’s carbon emissions are now the largest aggregate emissions in the
world, and they have overtaken those of the European Union (the United States is still
number one in per capita emissions). China has an enormous need for energy and, despite
efforts to reduce coal consumption, is rapidly adding power plants, not only within China
but beyond. As the manufacturing hub of the world, it is bearing the brunt of the world’s
air pollution as other countries displace the environmental harm of their own consumption
patterns onto China, essentially exporting their pollution to a less developed, more vulner-
able population. (Also known as “dirty migration,” this phenomenon now sees the wealthy
coastal areas of China shifting their industrial pollution toward the less developed West and
to poorer countries in Southeast Asia and Africa.) We cannot separate China’s carbon from
the carbon that is driving temperatures up across the globe. Climate change is melting Arc-
tic and Antarctic ice, causing sea levels to rise and oceans to become too acidic to support
coral reefs, and exacerbating extreme weather events like hurricanes, tornadoes, floods, and
droughts.

China’s water challenges, too, often have international impacts. As China seeks to shift
its energy mix away from coal, government agencies are building hydropower dams, partic-
ularly in the Western part of the country where rivers rush downstream from the high
elevations of the Himalayan Plateau, which has been called the water tower of Asia, or the
“third pole.” Many of the rivers that are being dammed flow downstream from the head-
waters in China into other countries, and the diminished flow of these rivers affects the
livelihoods of millions of people. The Mekong River (in China, the Lancang), for example,
flows through six countries to the delta in Vietnam, where reduced flow is affecting
farmland and fisheries. Contention over dams built either within China or across the bor-
der in Laos, Cambodia, Myanmar, and Thailand with Chinese investment is deeply affect-
ing relations among these states. Concern has also been expressed about China’s plan to
dredge and deepen parts of the Mekong to facilitate shipping. Other rivers that have their
headwaters on the Tibetan Plateau, and are thus controlled by China, include the Indus,
Ganges, Salween, and China’s own two major rivers, the Yellow and Yangzi. India has
expressed deep concern over potential damming of the Brahmaputra (Tsangpo in China),
a mother river which nurtures hundreds of millions of people. (Tilt 2014, Chellaney 2013).
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Another aspect of China’s water challenges that sometimes has international impli-
cations is chemical pollution. According to established principles of international environ-
mental law, states have a “duty to notify” and a “duty not to cause harm” when an industrial
accident occurs. But when benzene contaminated the Songhua River in Jilin city in
Heilongjiang province near Russia in 2005, local officials tried to keep the spill secret and
were slow to notify their own citizens, much less Russia. As we see from this example,
transboundary watercourses deserve special attention and sensitivity as their management
can deeply influence downriver states. Similarly, coastal water pollution from fertilizer and
pesticide runoff causes algae blooms known as red tides that can imperil fisheries and
migratory birds, having an impact beyond China’s borders.

China on the world stage: environmental leadership

Although China has signed and ratified most of the major environmental treaties and par-
ticipated in global conferences since the United Nations Conference on the Human Envi-
ronment (UNCHE) in Stockholm in 1972, the country was long seen as a laggard on climate
change. China often led a bloc of developing nations (the G77 plus China) that asserted
their “right to development” and negotiated strongly on the basis of “common but differ-
entiated responsibilities™ at global forums. Understandably, they argued that the developed
countries had enjoyed the benefits of fossil fuel emissions since their industrial revolutions
and were now in a phase of “luxury emissions,” while developing countries’ emissions were
for basic survival needs of food and heat. There was a stalemate, since the developed
countries, especially the United States, refused to change their economic models: at the Rio
Earth Summit in 1992, the elder George Bush stated, famously, “the American way of life
is not up for negotiation.”

However, China no longer claims to be a developing country, and there are strong constit-
uencies in the United States to address climate change, particularly at the state and local
levels. In November 2014, President Xi Jinping and then-President Barack Obama jointly
issued a historic bi-lateral climate deal at the APEC summit meeting, essentially breaking the
stalemate. Both leaders committed to reducing their country’s carbon footprint and China
became a strong supporter of the Paris climate negotiations, committing the country to
increase its renewable energy portfolio, cap coal consumption, and build an “ecological civ-
ilization” that would combine economic development with green values. After Donald
Trump was elected, promising to dismantle environmental regulations and reject the Paris
agreement, all eyes were on China to see whether the country would renege on its own
commitments. Instead, however, China stepped into the leadership vacuum and asserted its
ongoing support of the treaty. The country has continued its aggressive efforts to deal with
its domestic carbon output, strengthening environmental laws, increasing funding for envi-
ronmental inspections, making violations more costly and subject to punishment, and open-
ing the courts to a broader range of environmental cases and actors. The implementation
challenges are huge, but there seems to be strong resolve at the central level to deal not only
with carbon emissions but with the myriad other air, water, and soil pollutants that are caus-
ing great public dissatisfaction. China has also asserted strong leadership in cracking down
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on domestic markets for shark fin and elephant ivory as a way to curtail the global trade
governed under international environmental law by the Convention on International Trade
in Endangered Species (CITES), of which more is discussed in the next section of the chapter.

The resources quest: biodiversity

The environmental impacts of China’s rise are not only spillovers from domestic activity.
China’s “going out” policy, launched in 1999, actively encourages international investment
so as to help guarantee a secure supply of the resources needed to maintain the country’s
economic growth and take advantage of its massive foreign currency reserves. One of
China’s fundamental insecurities concerns the supply of grain.

China has one quarter of the world’s population and is a huge country, but relatively
little of that land is good arable land, and even that is being converted to urban use, causing
alarmed policymakers to declare a “red line” to protect minimal acreage for agricultural
use. Devastating famines have punctuated Chinese history, most recently in 1959-1961
when the “three hard years” after the ill-advised Great Leap Forward caused as many as
30 million unnecessary deaths. Anxiety over grain supply has been a theme of China’s gov-
ernance for centuries (Wemheuer 2014). Unsuccessful campaigns to increase arable land by
filling in wetlands and terracing steep mountains marked the Mao years (Shapiro 2001).
Since the post-Mao reform and opening policy, however, China has discovered it can both
buy grain on the open market and legally purchase arable land around the globe. While
many would argue that this sort of land acquisition is no different from that pursued
by other corporate investors, others accuse China of “land-grabbing,” and in July 2011,
a German official caused a scandal by accusing China of causing the famine in the Horn of
Africa (Hofman and Ho, 2011).

Biodiversity loss is another key environmental concern where China exerts a dispropor-
tionate influence. Parts of endangered species are valuable ingredients for Traditional
Chinese Medicine (TCM), as the consumption of certain animals is believed to impart the
characteristics of the animal, and China’s newfound wealth is putting pressure on tigers,
consumed for their bones (strength), rhinoceroses, killed for their horns (sexual stamina),
and turtles (believed to promote longevity), along with a long list of less well known
creatures like pangolins. As Doris Fuchs and Frederike Boll (Chapter 5) and Wendy Godek
(Chapter 12) indicate in their respective chapters on consumption and on the politics of
food, purchasing power greatly affects the degree and nature of resources extraction.

The most prominent example of China’s impact on global biodiversity is the plight of
the African elephant. Chinese traditional culture has always placed great value on ivory;
some intricate carvings collected by emperors and high officials span an entire tusk. Thus,
although the Chinese arts have long cherished ivory, it has only been since China established
a major presence in Africa that illegal trade networks formed alliances with African militias
and corrupt elites, bringing African elephant poaching to crisis levels. China now boasts
many of the wealthiest people in the world along with a middle class able to afford life’s
luxuries and interested in displaying their wealth, propelling market demand. Fortunately,
the Chinese government is taking steps to ban the import and sale of ivory products,
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as have other governments like the United States, where the market for ivory is second
largest in the world. Civil society groups like WildAid, with the help of basketball star Yao
Ming, are adding pressure from below with the slogan “When the Buying Stops, the Killing
Can Too.” Whether this will have a rapid enough effect is unclear. Many observers fear that
the African elephant will become extinct in the wild within a few decades (Orenstein 2013).

The oceans” declining shark populations present another urgent case attracting global
concern. Chinese demand for shark fin, used in soup at banquets and fancy hotels, is
decimating sharks world-wide. As an “apex predator,” sharks play a critical role in ocean
ecosystems. But shark fins are often “harvested” to supplement the meager incomes of
impoverished fishermen and also fished on an industrial scale on the high seas, where it is
easy to evade international laws protecting endangered species. Also through the efforts of
Yao Ming and WildAid, shark fin is becoming unfashionable and the government has
banned it from official banquets. This drop in demand gives hope that similar efforts to
reduce demand for ivory will be effective.

Elephant ivory and shark fins are but two examples of Chinese pressure on global biodi-
versity. The Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES) seeks to
govern the illegal trade in wildlife and other biodiversity (including plants) and to establish
which species are in need of protection. The list of affected species is long, and the drivers
of biodiversity loss are complex and often indirect. For example, China’s use of imported
timber to manufacture furniture (often for export to developed countries) results in habitat
loss and ecosystem destruction. The group TRAFFIC, which monitors the trade in endan-
gered species and works on finding substitutes for TCM ingredients, is a great source of
additional information about this urgent problem.

The resources quest: minerals and other raw materials

China’s resources quest is marked not only by the consumption of grain and other food
products but also by the need for raw materials for manufacturing. Among the most con-
tentious of these is the extraction of minerals like copper, iron, gold, and rarer materials,
and its pursuit of fossil fuels like oil, coal, and natural gas. While many countries are
delighted by the infusion of cash, grants, and loans that this quest involves, China is a
relatively inexperienced global player. Unaccustomed to consulting with communities
affected by big infrastructure and extraction projects, Chinese project managers have often
found themselves surprised by public protests and resistance campaigns, relying on the fact
that government elites in the given country have given the project the green light. In Peru,
for example, which describes itself as open for business and is a mining nation, strife around
labor and environmental issues in copper and iron mines has marked Chinese investment
projects even as the government works to attract more of them. China tends to invest more
freely in countries that have weaker property rights and rule of law than other countries, so
the Chinese percentage of investments in such places is comparatively large, creating, if
nothing else, an image problem (Chen et al. 2015). Fortunately, China is learning quickly
that social and environmental considerations will ultimately determine a project’s success
and has a better track record on recent investments than in early ones (Gallagher 2016).
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Development finance: green governance?

Much information about China’s complex international investment institutions and activi-
ties is not publically available. Financial arrangements of interest to those concerned about
environmental impacts include so-called “debt for oil” swaps, as structured in Ecuador,
where China has been granted concessions to drill for oil in rainforests in exchange for
low-interest loans. Also of interest are the major grants and gifts given in exchange for a
country’s recognition of China rather than Taiwan as the sole legitimate government of
China, as occurred in 2017 in Panama, one of the last hold-outs, where financial incentives
and the promise of maritime cooperation around the Panama Canal shipping lanes proved
overwhelming emoluments. China’s “going out” policy involves a complex mix of direct
investment and joint ventures; favorable loans with repayment conditions; and direct
grants. The initiatives getting the most attention are the Asian Infrastructure Investment
Bank (AIIB) and One Belt, One Road (OBOR) economic plan, which intends to bind a huge
swath of Asia to China economically via new land infrastructure and consolidated control
of the seas.

The AIIB was initiated to facilitate infrastructure construction in the Asia-Pacific region
and to give China a great voice as compared with that in established lending institutions like
the World Bank, IMF, and Asian Development Bank, where China has long felt frustrated
by the domination by Western countries. The AIIB extends the depth and heft of the soft
loans and investments that the China Eximbank and China Development Bank were already
making to developing country governments and institutions. Proposed in 2013 over the
strenuous objections of the United States, the AIIB became operational in late 2015 with
capital of about 100 billion USD and draws membership from 80 approved countries,
including Australia, which was a founding member, and the UK. The Bank will help sup-
port the OBOR initiative, announced at around the same time, which intends to develop six
overland corridors and one maritime “belt” to bring a wide swath of Asia into China’s
political and economic sphere. With investments in deep-water ports, railroads, highways,
pipelines, and bridges, OBOR is being promoted as bringing prosperity to the region while
binding it closer through trade (see Figure 8.1).

We can understand the AIIB and OBOR initiatives as China’s way to reassert economic
and political dominance in a region that, in historical and cultural terms, it felt it lost
unfairly during the centuries of humiliation at the hands of foreign powers. As Howard
French has written, China’s historical and cultural legacy governs its conduct of interna-
tional relations and sits uncomfortably with the Westphalian notion of equality among
states. China’s relations with its neighbors in Japan and Southeast Asia were, for millennia,
governed by the concept of tianxia, which held that everything “under the heavens”
belonged to the empire. If we use the lens of historical anthropology, we can understand
the symbolic context much better: China’s goal is to displace the US barbarians and correct
historic humiliations imposed by those who dethroned China from its rightful position at
the center of the world (French 2017).

Despite this historical context, the new investments have a 21st century feel to them.
Great care has been taken to promise that these institutions will make “green” invest-
ments, with low environmental impacts and strong social screenings. But, for many
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Figure 8.1 The Silk Road routes of China. Map courtesy of Alyson Hurt/NPR.

environmentalists skeptical about whether economic globalization is accelerating our
reckoning with the limits of the planet’s resources, there are major questions. Can major
infrastructure projects be built in an environmentally friendly way, without displacing vul-
nerable populations and without altering ecosystems? Even if they can, will increased
transport and human activity inevitably promote the over-extraction of raw materials and
continue an environmentally destructive cycle of extraction, manufacturing, consumption,
and disposal? This debate illustrates fundamentally different philosophical differences,
theoretical perspectives, and attitudes toward the world. The cheery public information
videos issued by the Chinese government about OBOR demonstrate little awareness of
the debate whether globalization means “a rising tide lifts all boats™ or if it is more of a
“race to the bottom,” in which poor countries are pressured to weaken their environ-
mental and social standards in an effort to compete against one another for foreign invest-
ment. If nothing else, OBOR bears close watching in the years to come to see whether
China can keep its promises of international investment in development coupled with
sustainability.

Shifting strategies and tactics of Chinese ENGOs
in uncertain times

We turn finally to a discussion of how Chinese citizens” groups, commonly known as
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) are responding to the environmental chal-
lenges outlined above. Chinese environmental non-governmental organizations (ENGOs)
must deal with uncertainty and change under a fundamentally authoritarian regime
(Shapiro 2017). Such ENGOs must try to keep within boundaries of what is permissible
when such limits are often shifting and unclear. In China, in an age of contracting public
space under President Xi Jinping and new regulations governing the conduct of social
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organizations, ENGOs must play a delicate game. Lucy Ford’s chapter on transnational
actors (Chapter 2) provides important background for understanding China’s special
situation.

Chinese citizens have responded to their intensifying environmental crisis with increasing
sophistication and maturation of activist strategies. Although much attention focuses on
intensified controls over the Internet and civic association, over recent decades there has
been a remarkable expansion of political space, albeit punctuated by contractions in level
of trust between NGOs and government and marked by regional variations. The politics of
information surrounding the poaching of the Tibetan Antelope in the mid-1990s, pioneered
by Friends of Nature, has blossomed into the social media-driven accountability and trans-
parency politics of today, with thousands of officially registered environmental “social
organizations” (as the Chinese government prefers to call them) and new powers for
environmental groups to bring public lawsuits and to expose corporate illegal behavior and
corruption. Much of this activism is supported by a central government that must enforce
environmental laws and regulations if it is to retain legitimacy (Shapiro 2016).

The new foreign NGO registration laws which took effect January 1, 2017, shifted over-
sight over foreign environmental groups from the Ministry of Civil Affairs to the Public
Security Bureau, via a governmental entity called a Professional Supervisory Unit. The
official justification was to provide foreign NGOs with more clarity about legal frameworks
and give China information about their funding sources, but the message conveyed to
worried international groups is that they can more easily be expelled from the country if
they transgress. Similar concern is being paid to a new campaign to strengthen the Great
Firewall which limits Internet access to websites and social media tools within China. VPNs
(virtual private networks) which allow groups and citizens to evade the firewall are being
banned, and controversial blog posts disappear ever more quickly.

There is another trend under way, however, that observers tend to miss when they
predict the coming Chinese “environmental authoritarianism” (Beeson 2010). Life has
become somewhat easier for domestic ENGOs since the implementation of the new Charity
Law in September 2016. The requirement to find a government sponsor has been removed,
such that NGOs can now register directly with the Ministry of Civil Affairs. Even as foreign
NGOs are becoming more restricted in their abilities to fund Chinese domestic groups,
domestic NGOs are developing new funding sources, including foundation support,
government grants, and small donations.

Conversations with activists reveal a remarkable determination to continue to push the
envelope on such issues as information transparency, environmental public interest litiga-
tion, and even public protest, albeit of a kind intended to avoid labels of creating public
disturbances. Hard-hitting environmental reportage continues, in the powerful alliance
between journalists and environmental civil society that has characterized such efforts
since the mid-1990s.

ENGO confidence lies primarily in their strong alliance with central government forces
that are also urgently attempting to curb China’s intense pollution and crack down on pro-
vincial and local governments and enterprises that flout and ignore laws and regulations.
The “war on pollution” involves the ENGOs as allies, if often uneasy ones, in trying to
bridge the implementation gap between China’s excellent environmental laws and what



152 Judith Shapiro

happens on the ground. The Chinese government understands clearly that it must deal
with the country’s environmental crisis if it is to retain a semblance of legitimacy. The
December 2016-January 2017 air pollution “red alert” event, for example, resulted in 720
arrests of polluters and the announcement that in 2017 the Chinese government would
cancel construction of 103 planned coal plants. Beijing announced a 2017 expenditure of
18.2 billion RMB on pollution controls and the creation of a new “environmental police.”

Many scholars have chronicled the Gramscian-style penetration of Chinese civil society by
the state. Teets (2014), for example, calls the relationship “consultative authoritarianism.”
Given this context, there is a special need to appreciate the fluid nature of the relationship
between environmental activists and the Chinese government so as to avoid oversimplifica-
tion. There are unusual freedoms available for ENGOs despite the particular political land-
scape. On the one hand, such groups could not exist without the tacit, or in some cases active,
approval of government agencies. ENGOs are sometimes seen as strengthening the hand of
the weak Ministry of Environmental Protection, as occurred when journalist Chai Jing’s doc-
umentary “Under the Dome” was widely available in March 2015 before it was excised from
the Chinese Internet. On the other hand, as has been the case for civil society groups begin-
ning with the first new freedoms after Mao, the boundaries are not clear. There are reports of
arrests of local activists who pushed too hard. In northern Hunan, an environmentalist inves-
tigating heavy metals in Lake Dongting was seized for “revealing state secrets.” In Yunnan,
activists who successfully fought dams on the Nu and other rivers with the help of foreign
activists have found their relationships with local government officials increasingly tense.

Nevertheless, the strategies and activities available to these groups have expanded from
tree-planting and recycling in the mid-1990s, with the formation of the initially very
cautious and courageous Friends of Nature, to the current trends toward aggressive pres-
sure toward information transparency and supply chain investigations, public interest liti-
gation not only targeting factories but even sometimes government agencies, nimble
on-the-ground investigations and exposes of environmental crimes, and sophisticated use
of social media to “name and shame” polluters, to use crowd-funding techniques to sup-
port themselves, and to promote web apps that will empower people not only with infor-
mation about pollution sources and levels but also with mechanisms to upload their own
pollution readings as citizen scientist-monitors. Direct action against illegal poachers by
dismantling bird snares, for example, and waging “symbolic politics” through street the-
ater, are risky activities but common even under the current regime. A major factor in the
expansion of strategies and tools has been the proliferation of social media tools, even in
their paler Chinese expressions behind the Great Firewall in the form of Sina Weibo,
WeChat, Tencent, and other platforms. International ENGOs such as Greenpeace East Asia
have used both Chinese and Firewall-free “naming and shaming” campaigns against inter-
national and Chinese apparel brands to force them to stop dumping chemicals into Chinese
waterways. The “Detox” campaign has met with outstanding results, as the threat of con-
sumer boycott has led one brand after another to commit to change its practices.

These examples indicate a more positive future for domestic Chinese environmental
NGOs than the concern about an invigorated authoritarianism might initially indicate.
Chinese ENGOs do not operate outside the government; they are in many ways allies of
the government and supporters of the government, even as they occasionally name the
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government as a defendant in a lawsuit. The trend toward information transparency and
rule of law, coupled with the government’s urgency about dealing with China’s environ-
mental calamities, has placed Chinese ENGOs in a somewhat favorable position. That said,
the successful ENGO knows where the red lines are. It shares information with govern-
ment when asked and actively volunteers information about its activities and intentions.
It cultivates friends in high places, and it avoids embarrassing the government or trans-
gressing into what might be perceived as public disturbance. It wields social media carefully
for its ability to pressure violating companies and to raise funds, but avoids using it for
advocacy that might seem to be creating a social movement. Having internalized potential
barriers and roadblocks such that caution comes to feel like common sense, the successful
ENGO focuses on mobilizing the public to do good work that supports the government’s
own goals to create a cleaner, more harmonious society that is part of the “China dream.”

Conclusion

This chapter has provided a snapshot of the international impacts of China’s domestic
challenges, the country’s changing and increasingly positive leadership role in global
environmental governance, the direct impacts of China’s quest for resources, and the
promises and pitfalls inherent in the emergence of new financial institutions likely to inten-
sify some of these impacts even as they promise “green” development. We have also seen
how China’s domestic citizens” groups must seek to support the country’s efforts to green
itself rather than adopt the confrontational methods common among ENGOs in the West.
It remains to be seen to what extent Chinese citizens will become internationally aware and
empowered such that they can help to monitor and critique the impacts of China’s Foreign
Direct Investment and other activities that have an impact beyond China’s borders.

As so many chapters in this book underline, however, it is essential for the future of the
planet that concerned citizens around the world adopt a global view. Environmental harm
can be displaced for only a short time. Ultimately, we have only one planet. Pollution in one
place becomes pollution elsewhere. A warming atmosphere affects the infrastructure that
supports all life. Loss of biodiversity is a loss for all human beings, no matter where they
live. And the acceleration of extraction of raw materials supports a global lifestyle and aspi-
rations that may ultimately prove unsustainable. China’s ability to handle its newfound
power will play a pivotal and very special role in our global future.

Internet resources

China Dialogue. www.chinadialogue.net. An important on-line clearing house for China environ-
ment issues, with text in both English and Chinese.

China Environment Forum. www.wilsoncenter.org/program/ china-environment-forum. The web-
site of an important think tank in Washington, DC, based at the Woodrow Wilson International
Center for Scholars.

www.traffic.org. The civil society organization that supports and monitors the Convention on Inter-
national Trade in Endangered Species (CITES).
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Further reading

Evan Osnos (2014) Age of Ambition: Chasing Fortune, Truth, and Faith in the New China. New York:
Farrar, Straus, & Giroux. An excellent introduction to China today.

Judith Shapiro (2016) China’s Environmental Challenges (2nd Edition). Cambridge: Polity Books.
A deeper exploration of many of the issues introduced in this chapter, including broad trends,
governance, national identity, civil society, and environmental justice.

Jonathan Watts (2010) When a Billion Chinese Jump: How China Will Save Mankind — Or Destroy It.
New York: Scribner. A readable account of China and the environment, with particular attention
to biodiversity, by a former Guardian reporter.
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The role of 9

technology in the
global environment

Kyle Herman

This chapter takes a detailed look at how global environmental policies are becoming
increasingly more efficient at directing and inducing green technologies. Environmental, or
green, technology means products or processes that either control or completely prevent
avoidable pollution. These technologies play a crucial role in sustainable development
because they are considered more efficient and less polluting but do not require an entirely
different global economic model. This chapter first traces the role of technologies in global
sustainable development and climate change, under the guidance of the UNDP (United
Nations Development Programme) and UNFCCC (United Nations Framework Conven-
tion on Climate Change). This is referred to as the Global Environmental Regime, and is
slightly more broad than its closely associated Global Climate Change Policy Regime. The
chapter then looks at green technology more closely from the perspective of the Global
Climate Change Policy Regime, spearheaded by the UNFCCC, which has a clearly defined
focus of limiting emissions from conventional energy systems. Last, the chapter aims to
highlight some of the “glass half full” outcomes we’ve witnessed in climate policy geared
towards successful environmental technology innovation.

Situating technology in sustainable development

Sustainable development deals with population growth, food security, eco-system destruc-
tion, or transition to sustainable energy technologies (Shrivastava 1995). The most com-
mon definition, echoed in other chapters throughout this book, is the Brundtland Report’s
definition: “Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present
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without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (Keeble
1988: 21). Broadly, what is meant by sustainable development is continued human develop-
ment with minimal impact on our shared environment.

Technologies for sustainable development range anywhere from water-purification
technologies to solar cookstoves or even green building materials. More efficient and
cleaner technologies allow more productivity using the same amount of energy as older
technologies (Shrivastava 1995), thereby limiting the impact on our environment. For
example, renewable energies emit no greenhouse gases while electric cars do not require
oil which, when burned, causes harmful climate change emissions such as hydrocarbons,
nitrogen oxides, and carbon monoxide. Another example is highly energy efficient sky-
scrapers. These are environmental technologies helping to achieve sustainable develop-
ment. Their increasing penetration into all sectors of society is, by and large, considered a
good thing, and such successes can partly be attributed to long-term global environmental
policies.

Acid rain to climate change: evolution in science
and technology

Scientists discovered acid rain in the 1970s. It was attributed mostly to coal power-plants,
and policies were quickly developed to “clean” the air pollution emitted from the produc-
tion of electrical energy from coal. Unfortunately, the technologies were developed in a
way that did not lead to long-term solutions, but rather short-term quick fixes. Due to the
ad hoc nature of these technological bandages, and what were seen as short-term policies
that led to these technologies, the notion of technological lock-in, or “Newtonian”,
environmental policies was coined (Kiitting 2004). Newtonian scientific policy prescrip-
tions to stymie the release of sulfur into the atmosphere (from coal plants or other sources)
resulted in affixing coal power-plant scrubbers (Adams and Kiitting 1995), which turned out
to be a short-term fix with longer term negative consequences.

The technological changes such policies induced “locked-in” technologies that turned
out not to be sustainable because both the policies and the technologies didn’t stand the test
of time. Some have referred to such technologies as “end-of-pipe” innovations (Nill and
Kemp 2009; Geels 2011) because they clearly deal with the Newtonian, or linear, notion we
can fix large scale pollution at the end of a coal smokestack. Below, we will review exactly
why such technologies are not well equipped to deal with global environmental problems.
Either way, end-of-pipe technologies later entered the lexicon of global environmental
policy under the guise of “best-available-technologies” (BATS), and to this day, maintain a
strong following in corporate and big government circles.

BAT is first mentioned in the Nitrogen Oxides Protocol (1979), originally called Proto-
col to the 1979 Convention Long-Range Transboundary Air Pollution Concerning the Control of
Emissions of Nitrogen Oxides or Their Transboundary Fluxes (apparently the policy-makers
in those days did not ascribe to brevity). The flurry of policy and BATs to prevent acid
rain was indeed remarkable, especially considering global environmental policy did not
even exist until midway through the 20th century. Since 1970, no fewer than eight



The role of technology in the global environment 157

Protocols have been signed by the international community to prevent nitrogen pollu-
tion (Selin and Vandeveer 2003). However, the BATs involved in stemming acid rain are
evidence global environmental policy has, for some time now, relied on technological
fixes.

BATS precipitated in end-of-pipe technological “fixes” rather than diagnosing the real
environmental-economic issue at source, namely the burning of fossil fuels (Adams and
Kiitting 1995). This alarming trend continued through the 1980s as coal-fired power-plants
were given the option to install “scrubber” technologies (read: end-of-pipe) intended to
render the emissions less noxious. In reality, scrubbers only lengthened the lifetime of
harmful coal plants while not actually providing any long-term solution. Thus, we see in
the early years of environmental technology, buttressed by environmental policy, some of
the detracting factors of building policies based on science and technologies that are not yet
entirely understood. Likewise, it is evident solving the problems of pollution must be
tackled at source rather than after the fact.

Beginning in the 1970s, science and scientists played a central role in identifying causes
of environmental problems (Berkhout et al. 2006), and therefore the techno-scientific
end-of-pipe solutions seemed appropriate. For instance, the fact that scrubbers were
mandated in some countries appeared to be an environmental policy win in the 1980s.
Suffice to say, in these earlier days, the views of scientists were much more respected
than they are today. In the 1980s, global environmental policy, led by world-renowned
scientists, began in earnest to deploy environmental technologies to deal with growing
environmental threats. Therefore, considering the many unknowns at the time, end-of-
pipe technologies still should be considered a good first approach to dealing with global
environmental problems.

After acid rain and the ozone hole were identified as existential threats to human
existence, another, much more alarming and ubiquitous environmental problem, took cen-
ter stage. In the mid-1980s global greenhouse gases (GHGs) were identified as being partly
responsible for global climate change because these gases increasingly trapped heat in the
earth’s atmosphere. At the Villach Conference (1985), scientists unanimously declared
GHG emissions as a serious global environmental threat that was perhaps twice as harmful
as previously thought. Importantly, the Villach Conference warned emissions of other
gases aside from carbon were largely overlooked but probably just as critical. Today, we
often hear only of carbon emissions, a result of policy framing that continues to cause
confusion to citizens and politicians.

However, in the 1980s, politicians around the world, even the US republican president
Reagan, reacted to the alarm set off by climate change scientists. In 1986, we witnessed the
first Emissions Trading Policy, seen as a move away from the command-and-control regime
(Praetorius and Schumacher 2009), with the explicit purpose of promoting environmental
technologies through a market-based mechanism. No longer did it seem acceptable to
police and promote end-of-pipe technologies; market policies in line with the neo-liberal
agenda were promoted to encourage innovations to solve seemingly endless environmen-
tal problems mounting each year. A market for environmental technologies was born.
Many years later, global emissions trading policies are still not viable (Hill, 2001). Yet, while
climate change policies in the 1980s did not immediately gain traction, experts and
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scientists definitely made the global environmental issues stand out as real problems in
need of long-term, global solutions (ibid).

The crystallizing of expert opinion on options to avert climate disaster marked a trend
towards a new Global Climate Regime (GCR) which would evolve into the UNFCCC in
1992, a global political regime tasked with building global climate policy. Several years
prior, the IPCC (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change) was initiated, considered the
scientific arm of the UNFCCC. A strict upper limit for emissions led to the creation of an
advisory Group on Greenhouse Gases. Importantly, technologies were considered critical
to solving GHGs as most air pollutants were indeed caused by conventional energy tech-
nologies such as coal, oil, and natural gas. As such, the UNFCCC, from the very beginning,
promoted the development and diffusion of “environmentally sound technologies” (Haites
etal. 2006). The Kyoto Protocol, crafted in 1997 and still the strongest agreement to emerge
from UNFCCC, specifically addresses the central role of technology innovation and diffu-
sion (see Kyoto’s article 4.5). For example, Kyoto’s “Co-Development Mechanism” (CDM)
explicitly aims to diffuse environmental technologies from developed to lesser-developed
countries. Furthermore, three other documents from the Global Environmental Regime
demonstrate the underlying importance of environmental technology innovation and
diffusion:

e The IPCC: "Achieving the UNFCCC goal of stabilizing GHGs [...] will require
technological innovation and rapid and widespread transfer and implementation of
technologies.”

» Article 1.9 of the UNFCCC (1992): “A subsidiary body for scientific and technological
advice [. . .]to identify innovative, efficient and state-of-the-art technologies and know-
how and advise on the ways and means of promoting development and/or transfer-
ring such technology.”

e Agenda-21: “Governments[. . .] should provide economic or regulatory incentives . . .]
to stimulate industrial innovation towards cleaner production methods.”

Clearly the UNFCCC intended, from the very beginning, to fully support the development
of technology and innovation for green technologies. This is also evident in Figure 9.1
below.

However, the idea of using technology to solve GHGs is partly, and not illogically,
guided by the overwhelming success of the United Nation’s (UN) Montreal Protocol
(MP) in 1987.

The MP, although predating the UNFCCC, is unique because it represents the world’s
first predominantly successful environmental treaty. In about a decade, the MP effectively
halved global production of CFCs (chlorofluorocarbons) (although they might persist in
the atmosphere until at least 2040). The MP, which was signed by Member States in 1987,
developed over the years following the Stockholm Conference (1972), the former sounding
the alarm on the hole in the ozone layer. Hydrofluorocarbons (HECs), sulfur dioxide (SO,),
nitrogen oxides (Nox), and volatile organic compounds (VOCs) were mainly produced
from usage of aerosols; products that were not as completely embedded in the world’s
socio-economic system as energy or automobiles are.
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Figure 9.1 Innovations with respect to own country innovation.

One critical issue that appears to cause confusion with researchers, however, is the
transfer of policy successes experienced in the MP over to the UNFCCC. It is important to
understand these policy regimes deal with entirely different environmental issues, and
therefore, the solutions are not transferable.

What will forever set the MP apart from the UNFCCC is technological variety and
implementation. Only a few technologies were understood to be causing the majority of
ozone-hole destruction (Rowland 1989): for example, aerosol sprays such as hair spray. The
solution for the ozone layer, and thus the MP, was therefore to enforce the switching of
these few technologies into BATs that were immediately available. In fact, companies hav-
ing trouble switching were simply paid for their now-illegal products. In contrast, global
climate change is the result of thousands of independent power producers, millions of
oil-powered cars, and hundreds of different technologies. There is not a BAT for climate
change, and as we have found out, there are no great end-of-pipe solutions either. The
UNFCCC has shown it is able to induce a switch away from conventional energies, towards
a long-term vision of sustainable development, but these changes will not occur overnight
due, in large part, to the immense scale and breadth of the destructive technologies mostly
responsible for climate change.

Still, it is evident the UNFCCC and emissions policies have impacted the development of
sustainable energy technologies over the past three decades (Johnstone et al. 2010). For
example, in both developed and developing countries, we are witnessing incredible innova-
tions in clean technologies (Dechezleprétre et al. 2011). Europe leads the way in renewable
energy installations, but even in developing countries and so-called post-Soviet republics,
there is remarkable progress. For example, nearly 50% of Tajikistan’s energy is renewable
while Albania boasts 27% (the same as the once world leader, Denmark); Kyrgyzstan has
30% (on par with Finland) (REN21). Even Kazakhstan, a poor country with an economy
dependent on fossil fuels, was able to introduce its very first utility solar plant in 2015. The
introduction of renewable energy to all corners of the world therefore should be seen as a
policy success, even though there remains a lot of work to be done.
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Building long-term sustainable policies for climate
change technology

Well-drafted environmental policies are capable of maintaining a link between environ-
mental technologies, their development, and their diffusion into society. Such links act as
intermediaries between environmental policy constraints and technological opportunities
(Nill and Kemp 2009). In other words, as technologies for the environment become better,
policies for climate change gain legitimacy. This leads to a snowball effect whereby policies
and technologies mutually support each other’s development. Policies guide innovators
and decision-makers, opening up windows of opportunity by exposing environmental
destruction and pointing towards technological solutions. That is to say, once regulatory
pressure exists or becomes likely, the search begins for the competitive edge in the direction
of cleaner technology (Adams and Kutting 1995). We are not seeing this search being
carried out by people all around the world.

For example, in the case of the Kyoto Protocol, a reasonable assumption by firms, regard-
less of which signatory country they are from, would have been that regulatory stringency
will increase in the coming years (Hoffmann 2011). Thus the Kyoto Protocol induced innov-
ators to begin searching for technological solutions for the environment. The result was an
enormous amount of environmental technology innovation, evidenced by a huge spike in
patenting for these technologies from 2004-2010 (the Kyoto Protocol was signed and ratified
by most between 2000-2002). The fact that global climate policies induced technological
innovations for clean technologies leaves open the possibility that increasingly stronger and
resilient climate policies can significantly impact the further development and diffusion of
these much needed technologies. Evidently, stringent climate policies are already expediting
the diffusion of environmental technologies to low-income countries (Costantini and Crespi
2008), which is one critical pillar of Kyoto. By the time the Kyoto Protocol was introduced in
1997, climate technologies were embedded in the treaty to promote the invention, develop-
ment, and transfer of critical environmental technologies, especially clean energy (Solomon
et al. 2007; Ockwell and Mallett 2012; Williams et al. 2012). In the absence of such policies,
we might speculate, there is no telling how long it would have taken to deliver such critical
climate technologies. Now, with Kyoto and the UNFCCC, off-grid solar energy has become
a reality for poor countries which never before had access to electricity.

Technology therefore takes center stage within the UNFCCC (Botcheva and Martin
2001). Even though uncertainty in climate modeling, and therefore climate policy, was a
persistent feature of the UNFCCC in the early 1990s (Bosetti et al. 2013), the moderate
success of the Kyoto Protocol legitimized the UNFCCC as an agenda-setter for action on
climate change (see Harris, Chapter 7 of this volume). Consequently, the support for cli-
mate technologies by both scientists and politicians experienced a marked increase in the
late 1990s (particularly in countries such as Denmark, Germany, and Spain). Armed with
the evidence that the Montreal and Kyoto Protocols were able to, at a minimum, induce
reactions around the world in terms of technology development, the UNFCCC reached an
important milestone in Paris, 2015. In Paris, for the very first time, all countries agreed that,
in order to keep global average temperature increases below two degrees Celsius, we must
develop and implement evermore clean technologies.
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Technology for environment: a double-edged sword?

Despite the moderate success of climate technology, it is important to remember technol-
ogies have, throughout history, been both a source and a solution for environmental prob-
lems. In particular, there remain several key drawbacks to technological development for
sustainability. Some new technologies, such as natural gas, at first appear to save energy or
emit less GHGs, but later are found to emit only slightly less or even more than previous
technologies. To give a prime example, when automobiles were first introduced around
the end of the 19th century, they solved an impending environmental crisis: horse manure
was piling up in the streets of major cities so fast as to make London very close to becoming
uninhabitable (Geels 2005). If not for gas-powered cars, horse manure would have utterly
destroyed the environments of many cities worldwide (Ibid). Similarly, the invention and
diffusion of electricity producing technologies (i.e. fossil-fuel power-plants) was seen as
clean and environmental technology around the turn of the 19th century because it
replaced horse power with fossil fuel power: “In the city culture [. . .] based on the horse
economy, electricity presented itself as a nervous (as it destroyed the night), but clean tech-
nology” (Mom 2012: 9). The science in the 19th century was not equipped to deal with
global climate change (even though, interestingly, global emissions were identified as a
problem as early as 1896 by Svante August Arrhenius). Yet the science did identify horse
manure as a major environmental and societal issue. Fossil fuel electricity and automobile
technologies at once solved these environmental problems.

In this way, environmental technologies have always been somewhat of a double-edged
sword. The timing of policies and innovations in technologies are a consequence of expert
opinions on what classifies as environmental destruction at a certain point in time. As such,
these technologies often solve the environmental crises of the present while only later are
understood to be environmentally damaging themselves, and sometimes even worse than
the vintage technologies. Therefore, it is critical to maintain the definition of Sustainable
Development as defined by Our Common Future because it forces us to always think of the
long-term potential consequences of technology and policy.

We can thus see how the double-edged sword applies both politically and conceptually.
First, environmental technologies are not always so “green”; at least not as green as they
are purported to be. What appears to at first be a clean or green innovation often turns out
later to be even worse than what the green innovation replaced. A prime example is auto-
mobiles replacing horse-drawn carriages; the former are now understood to be much more
polluting, in terms of a global scale, than horse manure, which caused only local and
temporary pollution, or nuclear power replacing steam power-plants. Yet powerful actors
(see Chapter 4 actor-network theory) are sometimes able to construct a story of a “green”
innovation that should be supported by policy because it is a BAT. These powerful actors
are in government, industry, and even sometimes, unfortunately, identified as being part of
the Global Environmental Regime. That is how we sometimes end up with short-sighted
policies leading to short-term green technology fixes. This turns out to naturally permeate
through global corporations but also global non-governmental organizations (NGOs). The
latter are supposedly very concerned with environmental destruction but perhaps unaware
of the short-term goals they seek while ignoring more harmful long-term effects of such
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goals; NGOS are seen as being very concerned with environmental destruction but perhaps
only aware of the short-term goals they seek while ignoring more harmful long-term
effects of such goals. This leads some, more short-sighted NGOs, to promote ad-hoc solu-
tions such as Carbon Capture. Ultimately, this kind of short-termism is not much better
than short term planning put forward by corporations in terms of the environment.

The ambiguity in technology for environment

While climate technologies come in all shapes and sizes, widespread support and encour-
agement of these differentiated technologies are not always forthcoming. It follows that,
politically speaking, environmental technologies frequently land in the cross hairs of envi-
ronmental non-governmental organizations (ENGOs) because environmental technolo-
gies only partially, or not at all, solve the environmental problem at hand. For example, Bird
Life International, one of the strongest ENGOs in the world, is vehemently against wind
energy because wind turbines kill thousands of migratory bird species (Driessen 2007).
We might ask, however, how many birds were killed in the Gulf Oil Spill? ENGOs often
prioritize environmental issues according to their own narrow interests. Other NGOs fully
support nuclear power as a “clean-burning” energy (Drewitt and Langston 2006), even
though, if taking a long-term view, it is by far the most destructive form of electricity pro-
duction because the waste it produces remains for over 10,000 years (Buessler et al., 2011;
Macfarlane & Ewing, 2006). Nuclear waste is estimated to last around 10,000 years (in com-
parison, carbon emissions remain in the atmosphere for around 100 years, and methane
emissions around 25 years, implying emissions from fossil fuels are actually a much more
manageable pollutant than the nuclear waste produced from nuclear energy power-plants).

Perhaps the single greatest contradiction of technologies for the environment is
embodied in the technology “Carbon-Capture and Storage”, or CCS. CCS works by affix-
ing an end-of-pipe technology to prevent carbon from escaping into the atmosphere
(Haszeldine, 2009). This technology can, hypothetically, be used with coal, oil, natural gas,
or biofuel energy production. It remains commercially unviable except in the richest
countries in the world (Norway has the only CCS for oil in the world). Not only is CCS a
fledgling technology, responsible for eating up billions of government-funded research
money without coming up with any affordable solution, it also does not offer a reasonable
long-term solution. It merely serves short-term political and economic motives to con-
tinue polluting-as-usual for oil and gas companies, or countries reliant on revenue from
these industries (see Vogler, Chapter 1 for more on oil companies and their ties to state
regimes).

CCS technology is meant to capture emissions at source and “safely” transport them
underground for “permanent” storage (Scott et al. 2013). These ideas are “techno-fixes”
(Lucy Ford, Chapter 2) and almost sound like science fiction, considering any geologist will
tell you the ground underneath us is changing all the time. Yet the technology is supported
by many national governments. There is still insufficient thought as to how it might be
safely stored for many generations into the future, or even to considering that the earth’s
geology is in flux, which may very well precipitate in widespread GHG leakage in the
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future. It is alarming to think we can “safely” store carbon underground for an extended
period (hundreds or thousands of years) into the future. Unsurprisingly, in the 2015 Paris
Climate Convention many of the world’s top oil companies supported the rapid develop-
ment of CCS as a technology to curb “carbon” emissions; this gives them a free pass to
continue to sell conventional energy and shifts the funding of CCS onto governments. CCS
does not attempt to solve the problem of emissions at source but rather kick the problem
down the road for future generations to deal with (Haszeldine, 2009). It is, therefore, not an
environmental technology for sustainable development. Arguably, it is even worse than the
response to horse manure-filled streets with GHG-emitting automobiles.

Difficulty in developing clean technologies

Even though CCS is not a viable sustainable development technology, it does reveal an
important issue at stake in climate policy for environmental technology. For example, at
first CCS and other similar environmental technologies such as ethanol biofuels did appear
very promising. Many scientists supported, and even promoted, such solutions. But ethanol
from corn, now commonplace in the United States, is currently seen as both economically
wasteful and grossly inefficient. Indeed, corn biofuels appear to use more energy in their
entire lifecycle production than they offer by the time these fuels are used in our vehicles
(Pimentel 2003), meaning their net benefit to society is negative. Another problem with
corn-ethanol is its reliance on food resources for energy production. This has an adverse
effect on the price of food around the world. Sustainable development is meant to consider
developed and developing countries at the same time. Developing inefficient biofuels at the
expense of the developing world’s food supply seems both unsustainable and unethical.
As such, both corn-ethanol and CCS are not environmental technologies for sustainable
development. Policies promoting such technological fixes are severely misguided.

Evidently environmental technologies face strict developmental criteria. They must be
socially acceptable and politically feasible, while also being economically sound. This
involves economic, political, and social factors, all dynamically related to each other
(Janicke 2008). In other words, new environmental technologies should be more efficient
in comparison to the vintage technologies; they must offer some cost reduction, if not
immediately then predictably in the near future; and, they must be accepted by politicians,
policy-makers, and society at large. Lastly, environmental technologies must stand up to
the test of time. Thus, there is a hard bargain to be won, often leading to innovative environ-
mental technologies being shelved long before they are commercially produced and widely
available.

This makes policies for environmental technologies very difficult to develop, especially
at the global level. At the same time, politics for environmental technologies also becomes
very polarized, in particular around differentiated technologies. In fact, politics and policies
operate on vastly different timelines. While the former, environmental policies, should
hypothetically last for many decades, the latter, politics for the environment, is a direct
outgrowth of politics in general. Politicians sometimes take environmental policies hos-
tage in order to promote their short-term political visions; this is referred to as political
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capture (Ashford and Hall 2011). Hence, while policy-makers at the UNFCCC worked for
over 20 years to patch together the Paris Climate Convention in 2015, President Trump
withdrew from it after only several months in office; indeed, this move is quite similar to
President Bush’s withdrawal from the UNFCCC'’s Kyoto Protocol in 2001, shortly after
being elected into office. This type of political flux puts pressure on environmental policies
aiming to induce new environmental technologies while decreasing the likelihood of sus-
tained political support for expensive but innovative technologies.

If a cleaner technology emerges, it can only enhance sustainable development pathways
if its costs are reasonable and not increasing over time. Consequently, it is nearly impossible
to “scale” a technology which is not yet widely available or acceptable. Therein lies the
dilemma: if an environmental technology is determined, with high confidence, to be ben-
eficial to society but is not yet commercially available, governments should theoretically
step in to subsidize the early development and commercialization of these technologies.
Without such government support, innovative environmental technologies are rendered
prohibitively expensive. The result is that new environmental innovation is not successfully
deployed throughout society.

Cost reductions, even from policy support or rapid innovation, are therefore seen as
critical for the survival of new environmental technologies. We have witnessed enormous
solar and wind energy cost reductions over the past decade, which invariably led to increased
support for climate policies. As mentioned above, increasing innovations in clean technolo-
gies further legitimize climate policies. Therefore, cost reductions for clean energies, in
comparison to conventional energy technologies, mutually reinforce international agree-
ments under UNFCCC (Barrett 2003; Catenacci et al. 2013; Skea 1995). Thus, environ-
mental technology innovation is not only needed to lower emissions but also to mutually
reinforce the legitimacy of climate policy at the highest levels: firms and people are
responding as global environmental policies are becoming more stringent and more
coordinated. As global conferences such as UNFCCC Paris (2015) unfold, we must be care-
ful not to be fooled by firms not interested in climate technologies at all, but instead seek-
ing to capitalize on the appearance of “going green” and promoting misleading technologies
such as CCS.

“Greenwashing” is a corporate practice of marketing as “green” while remaining “dirty”
and it is closely related to political manipulation of environmental technologies (Laufer
2003). Common examples are multinational corporations claiming to “go green” even
though they are in the oil business (Shell and BP). These companies would need to switch
industries if they were in actuality “green”, because they have no desire nor do they have
the innovative capacity to develop clean energy technologies. Another example is “clean
coal.” Clean coal promised to save the coal industry because of a new technology enabling
coal to burn in a “cleaner” way. The catch is the coal supplied to clean-coal power-plants is
typically much dirtier than conventional coal, resulting in zero net benefit as compared to
older coal plants (Goodell 2007). Ironically clean coal, which employs a few thousand
workers in West Virginia, is the primary reason the United States pulled out of the Kyoto
Protocol (Schiermeier 2012). From a cost-benefit perspective, putting a few thousand
people ahead of the entire world’s future population seems grossly unethical. This is a per-
fect example of political capture: clean coal technologies aligned well with short-term
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politics, with the negative result of sacrificing long-term climate policy for short-term polit-
ical wins. Thus we can see how corporate greenwashing is quite similar to political capture
by certain interest groups.

The role of policies for sustainable technology

Short-term politics, or populism, can derail long-term climate policies. Canada and the
United States withdrawing from the Kyoto Protocol, and of course the now infamous with-
drawal from the Paris Agreement by the Trump Administration, serve as salient points. The
United States and Canadian withdrawals serve as conspicuous examples of such short-
termism. We have witnessed two UNFCCC climate change treaties, Paris (2015) and Kyoto
(1997), be temporarily shocked by populist forces. With Kyoto, the effect of Bush withdraw-
ing only led to increased innovation for environmental technologies in China, Japan, and
several key players in Europe, while American environmental technologies for climate
largely stayed flat. Will a similar effect occur yet again after Paris? Are there short-term tech-
nological consequences in countries taking short-term climate policy withdrawal decisions?

While environmental policy requires long-term planning and steadfast policy-making,
the latter is often captured by politicians intent on capitalizing on short-term populism.
This leads not only to ad hoc policy-making but also adds to uncertainty in environmental
industries. A high amount of uncertainty in policy can effectively deadlock innovation. This
is especially the case concerning development of new and innovative environmental tech-
nologies. Examples abound in not only the United States but also European countries such
as Spain, which installed the most renewable energy in the early 2000s, employing hundreds
of thousands of people, only to see the industry nearly collapse due to austerity in the
aftermath of the 2007/2008 financial crisis (Mallon 2006).

As polarizing as politics may be, in terms of environmental policies, it is not completely
responsible for delaying or eliminating promising new climate and environmental technol-
ogies. Long-term policies can also severely distort the industry inadvertently. For example,
the aforementioned policies to develop CCS over many years of cooperation among
researchers around the world, who at first mostly agreed it was a technology worth
deploying, were only later seen to be a misguided long-term climate goal. Only much later
did it become clear the idea is flawed, not to mention extremely expensive. Some policies
are simply not pliable enough to change under emerging evidence that the past concep-
tions were plain wrong. Thus, while short-term political capture is certainly a problem
for environmental technology development, we also must be keenly aware of long-term
development goals for climate technologies resting on assumptions that turn out to be
wrong in the near future.

One pitfall of environmental policies is the mistaken assumption that technologies
remain static and unchanging. In this way, climate policies often do not embody dynamic
technological change into their models; in other words, they do not adequately incorporate
the effect of innovation on environmental technology development. As new innovations
come online, “vintage” innovations become, relatively speaking, less efficient. In a similar
vein, emerging “green” technologies are not always so green or cost-efficient (e.g. nuclear
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fission). Nuclear fission may not even benefit from a global agreement to develop it in
every country at once — it might simply be impossible for humans to develop because it is
“just out of reach” forever. Other obvious examples include vintage solar and wind energy
technologies, overwhelmingly supported by “feed-in-tariffs” (subsidies for installations),
which come at the expense of new and emerging solar and wind technologies which are
likely to be both more efficient and less expensive. By favoring older technologies, climate
policies are guilty of stifling innovation. Often, the result is we become locked into older,
vintage environmental technologies while sidelining new, innovative technologies. This is
a huge challenge for long-term environmental policy and planning.

How are we to properly interpret global environmental policy in terms of technological
change? Should policies attempt to support and invent these technologies? Indeed, there is
no straightforward answer to these questions. Many of the researchers included in this
book have devoted their entire careers to some aspect of this, but each policy and each
region of the world is vastly different in terms of environmental technologies needs and
capacity to fill those needs. Likewise, each technology is different. This makes the subject
so difficult to pin down and calls for a new generation of researchers and policy-advocates
to carry the torch.

Other long-term policies are sometimes continued even in the face of new knowledge
showing the technologies are simply not viable. Above, government support for CCS is
mentioned. CCS is well-known to be a fledgling technology but, for some reason, contin-
ues to receive even more funding than development of new renewable energy technolo-
gies. While renewable energy technologies are viable, and are now installed throughout
nearly every country on the planet, CCS only works in a few countries. The former are
categorized as a point of source innovations, while CCS is clearly an end-of-pipe innova-
tion. Another example, even though it is considered renewable energy in many areas of the
world, is large hydropower, which is not really beneficial to the environment because these
stations are so massive that they deplete a nation’s water resources and fish stocks. Sustain-
able hydropower is, accordingly to experts, any hydro power-plant less than 25 megawatts
(Neij 1997), sometimes referred to as (Anderson et al. 2015).

Clean-burning public buses using natural gas are also the result of either poor or slightly
misinformed public policy. Indeed, a city’s air is cleaner using these buses but, outside the
city where the natural gas is drilled for, citizens are often unable to access safe drinking
water and experience man-made earthquakes due to hydraulic fracturing (“fracking”) to
dig for unconventional natural gas. Should we consider natural gas-powered city buses as a
sustainable development? Are such environmental technologies leading us to a more sus-
tainable future? Probably not: in the near future, these technologies are likely to lead to
even more environmental problems because of short-sighted environmental policies, pol-
itical jockeying, and patchwork environmental technologies.

Static views, static results

Probably the biggest pitfall of environmental policy for technology development lies in a
perfectly human assumption of a static world. Environmental policies, perhaps even more
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than other long-term government policies such as healthcare or social security, speak to
generations in the future. For example, in the UNFCCC, policy-makers frequently
refer to mean global temperature by the end of the 21st century; in other words, these
policy-makers are concerned with building policies for the next 80 plus years.

An important new line of research attempts to distance itself from earlier, static models
of interpreting environmental technology change (Kemp 1997). Static environmental poli-
cies are not well equipped to deal with rapid technological development for environmen-
tal-saving technologies or clean energy technologies. Promoting today’s technology at the
expense of even better technology will leave us ill-equipped to deal with future environ-
mental issues. The aim of technology development for the environment needs to be more
incubative and dynamic, for example, by providing supportive and adaptive apparatus for
developing, testing, demonstrating, installing, and updating technologies as they come
online. This creates “dynamic efficiencies” in the market for climate technologies. Here, we
can borrow some of the things we’ve learned from business innovation theory and merge
these ideas with the growing field of eco-evolutionary transition theory (Kemp 1997).

Scholars have recently called for a more adaptive and evolutionary plan for environmen-
tal technologies (Nill and Kemp 2009). An adaptive and dynamic policy instrument can
successfully integrate technological needs and induce climate technology innovations at
lower costs (Nill 2003).

In this manner, policies are tweaked ever so slightly to draw in new technologies, while
keeping online vintage technologies until they’ve been mostly exhausted. Those vintage
technologies might then be delivered to lesser-developed countries unable to access
or develop new environmental technologies. By having a more global vision of the eco-
technology pipeline, for example that vintage solar technologies insufficient in a developed
country might be sought after in a developing country, we might build a more dynamic
ecosystem for harvesting and diffusing environmental technologies on a global scale. This
is easier said than done, and will require increasing coordination of global climate policies.
Nevertheless, technological change for the environment has experienced such rapid inno-
vation rates over the past decade it is now beginning to appear human invention actually is
able to solve some of the worst environmental crises.

Over the past two decades, we have witnessed enormous growth in worldwide develop-
ment and installation of wind and solar energy technologies. Renewable energies now
make up nearly 20% of all energy consumptions worldwide, up from about 2% in 1995
(IRENA 2017). In 2015, 61% of all new power installed worldwide came from renewables
(IRENA 2017), with over § 348.5bn invested in new clean energy developments (Bloomberg
New Energy Finance 2017). Wind turbine costs have fallen to one third the price since only
2009, while solar photovoltaics have fallen by over 80% (IRENA 2017). In terms of climate
policy initiatives, it is remarkable that, in 2016, 176 countries had renewable energy targets.
These statistics belie the incredible trends, in part due to policies, but perhaps even more
due to innovative reactions from intuitive, forward-looking companies. As of 2017, renew-
able energy technology development and installations around the world are growing rap-
idly. This process has taken nearly 30 years and is one direct consequence of ongoing
UNFCCC conferences, raising awareness by key policy-makers, and in-depth research stud-
ies by some of the world’s top academics. This is evident in Figure 9.2 below.



168 Kyle Herman

5

EPS (OECD index)
1]

1995 2000 2005 2010
Years
Brazil Denmark
..... Germany = = == Japan
Switzerland =+ = = Turkey

Figure 9.2 Increase in environmental policy stringency over time.

These are all very positive environmental technology improvements for the environ-
ment. But, at some point, the question of cost arises. This is certainly an important ques-
tion and, as discussed above, critical to the success of environmental technology
development. A related question asks if other, perhaps more affordable, climate tech-
nologies are sidelined in favor of the market needs of only the developed world? Also, are
developed world clean technologies, considering the costs and their high-tech components,
really right for developing countries? Can developing countries develop their own climate
technologies? For example, instead of West African countries importing Chinese and
German solar panels, might they be able to build simple solar cookstoves, thereby pro-
viding their citizens with both clean air and jobs? By the same token, do some solar and
wind technologies favor the most profitable opportunities, which in fact usually do not yet
exist in developing countries? Again, these questions have no simple and straightforward
answers. These are examples of forward-looking, dynamic environmental policies able to
respond to rapid changes in the industrial landscape. This evolutionary policy perspective
helps build environmental policies with future generations in mind, with the result being
lasting environmental protection. Indeed, our great public lands are national monuments
in need of the highest level of protection, now and into the future (see more in the final
chapter by Humphreys (Chapter 13) on protection of forests).

Global institutions and technology development
for the environment

The Global Climate Policy Regime is not entirely composed of only the UNFCCC and the
IPCC. Even though the UNFCCC carries the torch, the climate regime is buttressed by
other global organizations such as the World Trade Organization, the World Bank, the
International Energy Agency, and the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Devel-
opment. Indeed, global institutions have a special role to play in changing the perceived
costs and risks of environmental technologies (Ibid). They are able to legitimize the policies
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and the technologies. They can help diffuse and induce new innovations (Stern 2013). Tech-
nology for climate change is now overwhelmingly supported in organizations making up
the global institutional regime, and the relations between these global institutions are
becoming increasingly more important for successful technology diffusion. This is some-
times referred to as “institutional interplay” (Young 2002) or “regime interaction” (Gehring
and Oberthur 2004) and is of particular importance to global environmental policies.
It reconstitutes the unique responsibility global institutions have in supporting environ-
mental technologies to mitigate what are, by their very nature, global problems. These
“institutional links” are able to mediate between environmental requirements and “techno-
logical opportunities and constraints” (Kemp 1997). Importantly, the global climate regime
can encourage invention, innovation, and diffusion of environmental technologies.

These institutional linkages are evidently critical to development and diffusion of
environmentally friendly technologies (Ibid). Such links act as intermediaries between
environmental policy constraints and technological opportunities (Ibid). Innovation has
always been embedded in the Global Environmental Regime, even though it has only
recently been seen as being a dynamic aspect of the policy. For example, Tews (2005) inves-
tigated innovative activities in environmental technologies following important global
environment conferences, including Stockholm (1972) and the Earth Summit (Rio de
Janeiro 1992). He found that, indeed, environmental technology innovations surged after
these two UN conferences. In other words, after attention is drawn to environmental
catastrophes and policies are discussed at the global level, people and transnational corpor-
ations (TNCs) are seen to respond by redoubling efforts to invent and market cleaner tech-
nologies. In the context of internationally regulated environmental directives and policies
“industry has begun to recognize that cleaner technologies can offer not just environmental
but also economic benefits.” (Adam and Kiitting 1995: 5).

Policy-induced environmental technologies

Such rapid advances in clean technologies lead many researchers to focus on the causes of
such innovations. Lately, there is a newfound emphasis on “policy-induced” technological
change for the environment (see Popp 2006; Verdolini and Galeotti 2011; Herman 2018).
Simply stated, policy-induced innovation for environmental technologies implies
environmental policies directly spur firms to innovate. The result is firms provide needed
environmental technologies at lower cost, while satisfying some of the central pillars of
climate policies. Although the field is still quite new, there have been many empirical
investigations supporting the theory of climate policy induced innovations in environ-
mental technologies.

It is perhaps surprising to learn that automobile technology had been induced by poli-
cies for well over 100 years, at least as far as technology transfer is concerned. Around 1900,
American companies dominated the electrical vehicle market, while the Europeans special-
ized in gas-powered engines. Electric car technology subsequently transferred from the
USA to Europe while gas vehicle technology transferred the other way. Before World War I,
for example, between 20,000-30,000 electric cars existed in the United States (Mom 2012).
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This fact is quite remarkable and, in some ways, mirrors the transfer of climate technology
from the global North to the global South.

North vs. South environmental technology development

As the developed world finally begins in earnest to limit its emissions of GHGs, economic
growth in developing countries is leading to increased emissions, on balance, worldwide.
This is no more evident than in India and China, which together now account for a third of
global GHG emissions. Reducing these emissions, while still enabling developing countries
to prosper, requires the use of climate-friendly technologies in these countries, even though
often the reverse is argued for (i.e. developing countries should be allowed to pollute as the
West did during its industrial revolution). Logically speaking, even if emissions in the
United States and the European Union were driven down to zero, emissions in India and
China, among other developing countries, need to be dealt with by climate policy-makers
because eventually, it seems, these two countries alone, if we stick with business as usual,
will emit nearly half the world’s GHGs. Thus, we see how global capitalism, together with
its inbuilt capacity to organize the world’s resources rather efficiently, is by its very nature,
intricately interwoven with the overall functioning of global climate policy.

Indeed, both capitalism and environmental protection need the same things to function
smoothly and effectively: regulatory oversight; entrepreneurial support (in the form of
acceptance of failure); rules; trust; some form of monetary exchange; institutional support,
and institutional separation of powers (i.e. not autarky, monarchy); and lastly capitalism
and environmental policy require at least a basic judiciary system able to support the afore-
mentioned characteristics. Capitalism also craves new and innovative technologies, some-
thing which is clearly needed to help solve some of the worst global environmental
problems, such as GHG emissions from conventional energy sources. An entirely new
global system called for by some scholars, in particular throughout this book, is sometimes
not a viable option. The capitalist “system”, for all its faults, presently organizes the world
and is expected to remain for at least the near to medium future. Combatting climate
change needs to happen now and cannot afford to wait for monumental changes to the
global capitalistic system. That is why calls for an entirely new system to confront environ-
mental destruction may not be warranted. At any rate, innovative change needs to happen
now, while we still have time to overcome the limits of the conventional energy systems at
the heart of the capitalistic model.

In most cases, environmental technologies are first created in high-income countries.
This is due to the technological supremacy of northern countries. Emerging environmen-
tal technologies are usually, though not always, comprised of advanced technologies. Yet, it
is interesting to see China and India rapidly develop their own fleet of companies able to
deliver first-world environmental technologies. Indeed, these developments are very prom-
ising for the future of environmental technologies. China now accounts for over half the
world’s solar photovoltaic production. Nevertheless, both Chinese and Indian climate tech-
nologies are still mainly exported to developed countries, the result being developing
countries continue to be undersupplied with much needed clean energy technologies.
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Thus, an additional challenge is to ensure developing economies have access to these
technologies and are able to import at least some of the new technologies. If countries
such as India and China are unable to access and install climate technologies, the products
we buy from them will contribute significantly to global warming because all products
require energy inputs. Recent studies suggest “carbon-embodied goods™ are simply moving
to countries with less stringent environmental policies, while these goods are then exported
back to countries with very strict policies (Sato 2014). In other words, countries such as
Denmark actually have done nothing to lower their “carbon” footprint, even though nearly
half the country is powered by renewable energy. Shifting carbon emissions to lesser devel-
oped countries does nothing, in terms of a global scale, to stem GHG emissions. This is a
major problem because it, in a sense, counteracts any productive climate policies in the
developed world. For example, European countries could hypothetically be 100% renew-
able energy-powered but, if they continue to import goods from China, these same
countries continue to contribute the same, or even more, to climate change in comparison
to when they had limited renewable energy installed.

From this example, it becomes clear how interconnected global environmental policy
and technologies really are. Climate change is not only a global issue because it affects, and
is caused by, countries and people around the world; it is also a global issue in terms of
cooperation because significant gains in some countries (i.e. creation and use of new envi-
ronmental technologies) could at once be offset by massive increases in GHGs elsewhere.
Since some of the most sophisticated clean technologies are first developed in the world’s
leading economies, international trade and foreign investments provide access to these
technologies. The newest renewable energies are designed in the West, built in factories in
Asia, then exported mostly back to Europe.

Domestic to international and vice versa

Even though some scholars contend the global capitalistic model will not be able to provide
adequate measures to stem climate change, it remains the model in place. Furthermore, it
is hard to deny the organizational capacity of TNCs, in concert with capitalism. Together
they organize the world’s resources quite well; something that is definitely needed if we are
to continue deploying evermore clean technologies. The capitalistic model, in contrast to a
communist model, reacts well to consumer preferences; we can hope that, as citizens
around the world become more aware of climate change, they will increasingly demand
cleaner technologies. Therefore, until another model is proven to be capable of both dis-
tributing and organizing the world’s resources, and at the same time able to respond to
demands of, for example, greener goods and healthier products, we are stuck with the
global capitalist model. TNCs typically develop new environmental technologies, are well
equipped to diffuse these, and also must, by default, be cognizant of varying climate poli-
cies throughout the world, in particular, where their businesses operate.

Capitalism is probably not the cleanest way to organize the world, but history suggests
it is better than Communism. Case in point are the countries of the Soviet Bloc that were,
after 1989, shown to be some of the world’s most polluted. Evidently the communist
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model in China is not able to properly mitigate harmful pollution either. At heart, con-
sumers in communist countries have no voice or accountability, leaving companies unac-
countable to their customers, both ecologically and technologically. Likewise, in the
Soviet countries, innovation did not exist apart from what the government said was
needed. There is no such thing as serendipitous innovation in countries that fail to reward
individual innovations, and therefore an eco-transition is all but impossible. Therefore, we
must not completely downplay the fact that TNCs retain a tacit ability to, very effectively,
organize the world’s resources, including people, raw materials, and products. This means
TNCs are equipped with quickly understanding that environmental technologies will be
rewarded. In a similar vein, TNCs represent a large part of the global system upholding
our livelihoods and make it easier for humans to work, live, trade, and prosper. This allows
talented people to develop environmental technologies and scale promising renewable
energies. Indeed, some of the world’s largest private corporations have led the way in
sustainable technology since the 1970s, including 3M, Proctor and Gamble, and others.
It is also TNCs (transnational coroprations) and MNCs (Sanyo, LG, Samsung) who have
been predominantly responsible for innovation in clean energy technologies over the past
two decades. (Kyocera, Sharp, Mitsubishi) That does not mean, however, that TNCs are
free from error.

Of course, some have argued, TNCs are responsible for much destruction of climate
systems; but it is probably misguided to issue a blanket statement that all TNCs are pollut-
ing and destructive. Interestingly oil companies, which suffer the ire of environmentalists
the world over, are not truly TNCs in the sense that they are strictly private companies.
Indeed, by identifying oil companies as the most responsible for climate change, it is at the
same time impossible to ignore that oil companies worldwide are predominantly still owned
by nation-states. (examples here are Saudi, BP, Shell, Total). Therefore, it is shortsighted to
simply blame the capitalist model and corporations, or even oil companies still owned by
governments. We must hold states accountable for state-owned companies causing much
of the worldwide pollution. This is perhaps as important as holding states accountable for
formulating strong environmental policies.

The question then becomes, is it the corporate system we should be blaming or national
governments?

Global renewable energy development is happening

Some of the chapters in this book have painted a slightly gloomy picture of global environ-
mental policy. In particular, some chapters have exposed faults in the global capitalistic
model partially (see Chapters 3 and 4), if not entirely, responsible for some of the worst
environmental problems we now face. Indeed, there is much work to be done, and at times,
power and greed (in governments, people, and corporations) appear insurmountable. How
can we overcome the power of oil companies? How can we slow the progress of global
trade to produce more things closer to home, and not ship expensive products to every
corner of the globe by air? These problems leave us feeling helpless and hopeless. With
each advance, it appears we as a human race take two steps back.
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The good news is, over the past 20 years or so, clean energy technology development
and diffusion have actually spread rapidly and do not appear to be abating (Sawin et al.
2010). This is, in large part, due to the work of the Global Climate Regime spearheaded by
the UNFCCC and the IPCC, and the thousands of researchers at the helm of this effort.
Likewise, these technological milestones are also, in large part, the result of innovations by
“well-attuned” businesses reacting wisely to new developments in environmental policies
(Porter and van der Linde 1995). And, while some of the earlier environmental technolo-
gies were innovated and developed in the North, we are witnessing a rapid transfer of
know-how and usage of clean technologies in the South and throughout the developing
world.

This is now truly a global phenomenon: in 2014 alone, 34.3 GW of solar photovoltaics
were installed. Total worldwide capacity reached 303 GW in 2017 (IRENA 2017). To put
that in perspective, 303 GW of electricity is about 150 Hoover Dams. We can confidently
declare renewable energy is here to stay, and it is the most promising technology for climate
change mitigation. Renewable energy also provides vast job opportunities. In 2014, the
United States employed 174,000 people in solar photovoltaics while Japan boasted 126,000.
Keep in mind, solar photovoltaics is just one of over a dozen commercially available
renewable energy technologies.

In 2016 alone, China installed 23.4 GW of wind energy, enough electricity to power at
least 15 million homes. Another amazing aspect of China’s renewable energy industry is its
development and innovation in the field of solar energy technologies. It is now, by far, the
world leader in the production of solar panels. China is largely responsible for driving the
cost of solar down to levels that were unthinkable only ten years ago. In 2016, China, collo-
quially speaking, installed about five Hoover Dams worth of solar photovoltaic energy.
These technology developments and installments, in tandem with cost reductions, in turn
inspired policy-makers to continue strengthening climate policies. Just as the early success
of wind energy in countries such as Denmark, Spain, and Germany influenced the legiti-
macy of the technology (Walz 2007), China has now fully legitimized solar technology as a
viable innovation and a cost-effective alternative to polluting conventional energy technol-
ogies. Indeed, we are increasingly witnessing incredible innovation coming from develop-
ing countries, including, in particular, India and China but also Brazil and Mexico. These
countries are in a good position to innovate because, by being in a more precarious position
economically, they are forced to think about the extra cost of each additional unit of energy.

Unlike in the West, where we mostly take for granted flicking the light on and off, in the
developing world lights are turned off all day and the refrigerator is opened once or twice
within a 12 hour period. In consumption of energy per person (energy per GDP), develop-
ing countries are much more energy efficient. Over the past few years, solar energy has
allowed countries such as India, Bangladesh, Peru, and Honduras to give their citizens
access to energy for the first time. In this way, they can also access the internet and the
world’s vast knowledge resources. At once, millions of citizens in developing countries now
have at least some opportunity to advance up the social ladder. Their children can study
with solar-powered lights, parents can research skills needed for a new job opportunity and
learn how to be more productive in their agricultural methods. What is remarkable is both
the rapid development of renewable energy technologies and their globally dispersed



174 Kyle Herman

installments. Both sides of this phenomenon are, in many ways, the result of carefully con-
structed environmental policy parallel to the rapid innovative responses of certain coun-
tries to the challenges at stake. It also relates to the innovativeness of industry and the risks
taken by certain entrepreneurs to help build a lower carbon economy.

Conclusion

The main part of this chapter is dedicated to highlighting how the global climate policy
regime, despite the apparent lack of action from year to year, has actually made a huge dif-
ference over past decades in promoting environmental technologies. There are some things
governments cannot provide, and even less is expected of international governance. Global
citizens need action on global climate change, but action is very hard when myriad problems
exist at source. These problems are exacerbated by the fact that thousands of different actors
are stuck between each of these problems, each with their own idea of how to change soci-
ety for the future. Innovation is a critical component in climate change policy because it
effectively reduces the overall cost of climate change mitigation while also improving our
resilience to these changes (Bosetti et al. 2013). These systemic changes concern two pillars:
technological innovation in process and products, and socio-economic innovation in policy
and economic tools. Clearly, both interact symbiotically with one another. Likewise techno-
logical advancements in clean technology lead to both wider dispersion (diffusion) of such
technologies and precipitous fall in their costs (Ibid). The 21st century will be won by those
actors and countries able to respond with climate policies that are malleable and promote
social development along with equitable, forward-looking policies.
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The politics of energy 1 O
and the environment

Bridging the divide

Maria Julia Trombetta

Access to energy services is a fundamental aspect of contemporary life. We rely on energy
for transport, production, communication. Energy empowers. Access to energy sources is
a strategic priority for many nation states and the provision of energy services is essential
for the economy and for development. Yet, even if energy is fundamental to fulfil human
potential, 1.2 billion people have no access to electricity.' At the same time, without a
radical transformation of existing energy systems, ensuring existing consumption and
allowing for growth and broadening access to energy services will have catastrophic con-
sequences for the environment. Contemporary energy systems are unsustainable. They
rely on fossil fuels, which contribute to climate change. Globally, the energy sector is
responsible for more than two-thirds of all greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions (IEA 2015).
Global warming is not the only environmental impact of energy production, distribution
and consumption. Burning coal contributes to acid rain and local pollution, and air pollu-
tion has reached apocalyptic levels in many Chinese cities. Fracking — the recent techno-
logical breakthrough that unlocked unconventional oil and gas, postponing concerns for
declining reserves — has severe environmental impacts and requires large amounts of
water. At a global level, energy politics is confronted with the triple challenge of ensuring
energy supply, protecting the global environment and reducing energy poverty (Dubash
and Florini 2011; Falkner 2014: 192).

The link between climate change and energy choices is well known, and yet, energy and
environmental politics have ignored each other for decades, as they were considered two
distinctive and separate domains, characterized by different actors, approaches and prior-
ities. Only recently, as the sustainability of existing energy systems has been questioned, has
the need for an integrated approach emerged, both in academic and political debates.
Focusing on climate change, this chapter deals with the relations between energy politics
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and the environment and explores how an integrated approach has been slowly emerging.
It does so by exploring two developments: the first one is the renewed interest for energy
security and the incorporation of environmental sustainability in energy security consider-
ations, the second one is the emergence of global energy governance, both as a process and
as an analytical tool.

The chapter proceeds as follows. The first section of the chapter illustrates the three
challenges of energy politics: ensuring security of supply, protecting the global environ-
ment and reducing energy poverty. In doing so, it points at their synergies and tensions.
The second section shows that these challenges are determined by the characteristics of
contemporary energy systems, which rely on fossil fuels, are unsustainable and need to be
governed not only at national but also at global level. Yet, global energy governance is
fragmented and it lacks legitimacy. Using the changing conceptualization of energy
security as an analytical tool and drawing on insights from the global governance literature,
the chapter will then analyze the transformation of energy politics, the emergence of forms
of global energy governance and the main actors involved in it.

Dealing with a triple challenge: geopolitical dimension

Access to energy sources is a priority for states and they try to ensure it through both coop-
erative and competitive measures, often in the name of national security. Not only does the
military require energy, the provision of energy services is relevant for economic develop-
ment and social stability. As energy systems became more and more reliant on oil imported
from distant places, energy politics gained an international dimension and access to oil and
gas started to shape international politics. Yergin (2003) provides an intriguing account of
how the scramble for oil transformed the Middle East. More recently, the assertive Chinese
oil diplomacy has fuelled the perception of a Chinese threat (Campion 2016). Klare (2009)
warns about the possibilities of future oil wars and shows how the geopolitics of energy is
shaping the new world order. The extent of the issue is evident when considering that, in
2014, more than half (53.5%) of the European Union (EU) energy consumption came from
imported sources (DG Energy 2016). Traditionally, these concerns have characterized the
study of energy politics within the discipline of international relations, mainly from realist
perspectives, even if security of supply is often ensured through markets and international
institutions (Correlje and Van der Linde 2006).

Concerns for security of supply at affordable prices can downplay environmental consid-
erations. An example is provided by the enduring reliance on coal, even if it is more pollut-
ing than other fossil fuels. While oil and gas resources are concentrated in a few countries,
coal is distributed more evenly across the globe, making it cheaper and more secure to
access. The industrialization and electrification in China, which have provided millions of
people with access to modern energy services, have been based on domestic coal. Coal,
however, not only contributes to global warming more than other fossil fuels, it is also
highly polluting locally. High concentrations of PM2.5,> which make air noxious in many
Chinese cities, are caused by coal combustion. Renewable energy can provide the solution
to both security of supply and sustainability, as it is more evenly distributed and sustainable.
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Several actors, including the EU and, recently, the International Energy Agency (IEA), have
been vocal advocates of how renewables can solve both environmental and supply issues.
Yet, they face opposition from not only oil producing countries but also from states priori-
tizing economic development based on cheap energy and by those advocating clean fossil
fuels or nuclear energy.

Environmental dimension

The threat of climate change played a major role in questioning the sustainability of energy
systems but global warming is not the only relevant impact energy systems have on the
environment. Energy choices are relevant to several aspects of environmental politics and
their implications are global. Production, distribution and consumption of energy services
have relevant impacts on the environment. Oil spills have caused serious environmental
accidents. Production of non-conventional gas and oil has high environmental impacts: it
transforms landscape, uses toxic chemicals, needs large amounts of water and produces
massive amounts of waste. Problems are not limited to fossil fuels and need to be consid-
ered when decarbonification of the economy is suggested as the way to achieve sustainabil-
ity. For example, hydropower, considered by many to be a renewable energy source,
contributes to deforestation, impacts on fisheries and ecosystems. Nuclear energy, consid-
ered to be a viable solution for reducing GHG emissions, poses the problem of the safe
storage of waste and its acceptability is problematic. In 2011, the Fukushima accident once
again questioned its safety, with global ripple effects on energy policy. German closure of
nuclear plants after the Japanese accident required the opening of new coal (lignite) power
plants and resulted in higher emissions and higher energy prices in Germany, despite the
country’s success in promoting renewable energy sources (Helm 2014: 32).

Finally, there is the trade-off between environmental and other dimensions of energy
policies, which is evident, for instance, in the debate on biofuels: on the one hand, they are
renewable and do not release carbon dioxide that has been stored in fossil fuels; on the
other, they subtract land from agricultural production and increase food insecurity. The
water—energy—food nexus has become central to discussions regarding sustainable develop-
ment (UN 2012).

Energy poverty dimension

Access to modern energy services is essential for human well-being and for economic
development. Yet, as the IEA reports, across the globe, 1.2 billion people have no access to
electricity and more than 2.7 billion people do not have clean and safe cooking facilities
(IEA 2016). Rural areas in Sub-Saharan Africa and in developing Asia are the most problem-
atic. A satellite image of the Earth at night clearly shows the extent and location of energy
poverty.

These people suffer consequences for their health, due to indoor pollution, opportunity
cost, due to the hours spent collecting fuels, and they can contribute to deforestation and
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soil degradation (Dubash and Florini 2011: 9). Hodgson (2010: 24) identifies a striking cor-
relation between energy consumption and life expectancy:

People in the poorer countries, especially in Africa and Asia, have an average energy
consumption between 0.01 and 0.1 tons of coal equivalent per person per year and
have an average life expectancy of between 35 and 45 years. At the other end of the
scale, people in the rich well-developed countries in Europe, North America and
Japan use between five and ten tons of coal equivalent per person per year and have
an average life expectancy between 70 and 75 years.

Providing universal access to modern energy services is a huge challenge, which was only
included in sustainable development goals in 2015. To meet the challenge, however, world
energy production will have to be increased at least fourfold (Hodgson 2010: 3). Without a
radical transformation of existing energy systems, the consequences for the climate will be
catastrophic.

Reliance on fossil fuels and the late emergence of
the energy—climate nexus

The nature and extent of the challenges outlined above depend on the characteristics of
contemporary energy systems. Since the industrial revolution, energy services have been
provided by burning carbon reserves that have been accumulated in geological eras: coal
first, as it was relatively abundant and easy to access, oil later, as it is easier to transport and
more energy intensive, which is relevant for mobility. The shift from coal to oil meant that
many countries had to import it as reserves are concentrated in a few regions. More recently,
natural gas has partially replaced coal, especially for domestic consumption and electricity
production, as it is less polluting.

Fossil fuels are either burnt directly, in the industrial, domestic and transport sectors,’ or
burnt to produce electricity. Electricity provides most of the energy services for modern
society. While biofuels can replace oil for transport, it is in the production of electricity
where renewable and nuclear play a relevant role. Electricity is distributed through the
power grid and, as electricity cannot be stored,* it has to be produced and consumed. It is
the grid operator that needs to make sure that different power plants are connected and
disconnected to maintain balance and avoid blackouts. Traditionally, centralized and inter-
connected power grids have ensured the flow of electricity from power plants producing
electricity to the customers. As the production of electricity from renewable sources has
been incentivized, with solar panels on house roofs and small wind turbines, smart grids
have been introduced to allow consumers to also become producers of electricity, lowering
their energy bills in return.

Even if the energy mix varies from country to country, according to domestic resources
and political choices, the extent of reliance on fossil fuels is evident if we consider global
data. In 2015, more than 80% of the global primary energy supply was based on fossil fuels,
a category which includes oil (31.8%), natural gas (21.6%) and coal 28.1%. The remainder
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was ensured by nuclear (4.9) and renewables (13.5), which include hydroelectric (2.5),
biofuel and waste (9.5) and solar, wind and tide (1.5) (IEA 2017).

Energy systems based on fossil fuels are not sustainable, both in terms of existing resources
and due to their contribution to global warming. Despite early concerns prompted by the oil
crisis in the 1970s, which brought energy into the political debate for a few years, and increas-
ing awareness of climate change since the 1990s, the extent of the problem only emerged in
the early 2000s. Rising and volatile oil prices showed that the crisis was a structural one,
related to increasing consumption from emerging economies like China, India and Brazil.
Concerns over peak oil and growing demand characterized the debate. At the same time,
increasing awareness of climate change questioned the environmental sustainability of the
system, while the growing influence of emerging economies questioned its justice, calling for
action on energy poverty. Renewable energies, but also nuclear energy, were considered as
solutions to both the security of supply and environmental problems. The debate was
prompted mainly by considerations of security of supply but it started to question the
assumptions behind energy security and the means to provide it (Dyer and Trombetta 2013).

While concerns for peak oil characterized the early 2000s, the recent unlocking of vast
reserves of unconventional oil and natural gas in North America — the so-called shale
revolution — suggests that, in terms of sustainability, the main issue is not the scarcity of
reserves but rather their abundance. There is three times more carbon in the existing
reserves of fossil fuels than can be burnt without global warming exceeding 2 degrees
celsius, the target agreed on in Paris in 2015 to avoid climate calamities (Goldthau 2017).
A shift toward renewables will provide energy that is abundant and effectively free and
“energy assets will move further up the value chain, from commodities to technologies”
(Goldthau 2017: 204). Such a transition will have a deep effect on the economy and on
geopolitical equilibrium. On the one hand, countries with technology and capital will
benefit most, while those lacking them, mainly in the global South, will lose out. On the
other hand, as burning existing reserves would release more carbon dioxide than the Paris
Agreement allows, a large part of them will need to be left in the ground, as commenta-
tors have started to point out (McKibben 2012, Goldthau 2017). These reserves are assets
worth up to 100 trillion US dollars, about five times the GDP of the United States in 2016,
and they are owned by a variety of stakeholders (Goldthau 2017: 204). There will be
winners and losers, as Goldthau stated.

The challenge of decarbonizing the economy involves transforming existing infrastruc-
tures and institutional designs. It is a challenge that involves the ideational more than the
technological dimension. If, at a global level, the challenge involves ensuring security of
supply, environmental protection and energy poverty reduction, individual players, mainly
states, face the challenge of ensuring the provision of energy services, their acceptability,
which includes the environmental dimension, as well as their competitiveness. Here, the
debate can be framed along the divide between realist or economic nationalist perspectives,
interested in maximizing national interest and relative gains, and liberal positions, which
consider absolute gains and the possibility of cooperation.

National energy choices have a global effect, as climate change demonstrates, and econ-
omists point to the existence of externalities to call for international action (Van de Graaf
2013: 34-36) or consider sustainable energy as a global public good (Karlsson-Vinkhuyzen
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and Jollands 2013). Part of the problem is that competitiveness is affected by subsidies and
other economic incentives, and fossil fuels are largely subsidized. While there are subsidies
for green technology, in 2012 the IEA reported that subsidies for fossil fuels amounted to
523 billion US dollars, six times the amount of subsidies for renewable sources (Van de
Graaf 2013: 24). Subsides exist because governments decide to support economically rele-
vant energy sectors or to exempt others from energy taxes. Governments promote eco-
nomic growth and stability with cheap energy. In China, gasoline and electricity prices are
controlled and subsidized. Oil producing countries rely on low energy prices to ensure
social stability. Besides, technological breakthroughs are often the result of specific incen-
tives. As Van de Graaf explains, the unlocking of unconventional oil and gas, thanks to
hydraulic fracturing and horizontal drilling, is considered as an example of a successful
technological breakthrough, which has been made possible by subsidies. Innovation was
determined by specific circumstances as “oil companies were forced to move to more tech-
nically difficult, economically costly, environmentally risky, and politically sensitive sources
due to global market circumstances” (Van de Graaf 2013: 25).

According to the United Nations (UN), energy is “perhaps the topmost sector on the
agenda of issues in need of global management” (UN-Energy 2006: 1) but energy gover-
nance lacks legitimacy; it is fragmented and characterized by overlapping institutions,
representing different interests and sectors (Florini and Dubash 2011). Part of the problem
is that the coordination between environmental and energy policy has been a long-
overlooked issue. Despite the long-recognized link between the use of fossil fuels, energy
consumption and climate change, only recently have the two issues been considered
together, recognizing that “climate policy is energy policy” (Scrase et al. 2009: 3). This is a
division that characterized not only politics and institutions but also academic inquiry.

At the domestic level, responsibilities for energy and climate policies have been prerog-
atives of separate ministries, often with different priorities. Only in the early 2000s did a
few countries start to create ministries incorporating both environmental and energy
competencies. The division has impacted on international negotiations and agreements.
As Heubaum and Biermann noticed, the United Nation Framework Convention on Climate
Change (UNFCCC) negotiations and annual meetings are attended by environment and
foreign ministry representatives, not by energy ones (2015: 230).

The difficulties of integrating environmental and energy perspectives reflect the differ-
ent priorities assigned to energy and environmental politics; the former is often prioritized
as a strategic issue, even when aspects of it are left to the market, the latter is not. At inter-
national level, discussions on energy cooperation in multilateral settings and as part of
environmental negotiations have been resisted by states concerned about the possibility of
having their sovereign prerogatives on energy issues limited by environmental and other
agreements. Global energy governance lacks legitimacy (Karlsson-Vinkhuyzen 2016: 115).

Even in the academic literature on global environmental politics, energy has been quite
a marginal and recent topic. Part of the problem is that the politics of energy itself tends to
be under-explored in social science literature. On the one hand, energy experts, with access
to data, are practitioners and are not particularly interested in academic publishing; on the
other hand, energy politics requires a relevant amount of technical knowledge and inter-
disciplinarity. As Strange states, energy is “a classic case of the no man’s land lying between
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the social sciences, an area unexplored and unoccupied by any of the major theoretical
disciplines” (quoted in Van de Graaf et al. 2016: 8). The result is an artificial, problematic
separation of politics and economics in dealing with energy issues, which, in turn, contributes
to the marginalization of environmental ones.

Some aspects of energy politics have been considered in the research on environmental
impacts and ecological limits, and in the literature on sustainable development (Falkner
2014: 190). The first was relevant in the 1960s and 1970s and was informed by neo-Malthusian
concerns about limited resources and gained momentum in the wake of the oil crisis. The
second emerged later. It emphasized the importance of sustainability and contributed to
analyzing the complexity of the issues involved in transitions toward environmentally
sustainable energy systems (Bradshaw 2014). Only recently, however, two different but
interrelated approaches have provided new perspectives to incorporate energy in global
environmental politics. The first is the literature on global environmental governance and
the parallel, even if more recent, debate on global energy governance. The second is the
literature on the transformation of security, which has been informed by the debate on
environmental security but has acquired new dimensions when energy is involved.

In the literature on global environmental governance, the concept of global governance
is used to analyze a range of formal and informal arrangements in which states and other
actors engage. The concept points at the existence of forms of steering and governing that
are not necessarily based on formal authority but can arise from private or hybrid sources
of global authority. By focusing on processes it cuts across disciplines and levels of analysis
(see also Chapter 1), and this approach is quite relevant for both environmental and energy
governance. However, the very topic of global energy governance is relatively new in the
literature, with the first works dating back to the early 2010s. Dubash and Florini (2011)
provide one of the first attempts to map the literature and the challenges of global energy
governance.

Within this framework, scholars have outlined the challenges of integrating energy and
environmental politics (Falkner 2014) and called for “holistic thinking across traditional policy
fields” (Goldthau 2012: 182). While some scholars are pointing at the solutions available
within existing systems, optimizing climate policy instruments, like emission trading permits,
financing energy transitions and strengthening institutional arrangements (Falkner 2014:
192-193), others emphasize the need to transform the system and point at the limits of
neo-liberal approaches and ecological modernization. Kuzemko, in her analysis of the
“Energy Security-Climate nexus,” shows how concerns for climate change are providing a
new energy policy paradigm that challenges both the strategic, geopolitical approach and the
market-oriented, liberal one, but she warns that the relevance of this paradigm is limited by
the resilience of the neo-liberal approach that “has not been understood to be at fault in cre-
ating energy crises” (Kuzemko 2013: 7) (see also Ehresman and Stevis, Chapter 6).

The other relevant approach is provided by the literature on the transformation of
security, which has questioned the traditional understanding of security focused on the
state and on a realist, zero sum approach. The literature on environmental security has
contributed to the debate about broadening, deepening and transforming security (see also
Hughes, Chapter 4). The debate has been characterized by a divide between those supporting
the framing of environmental problems in security terms to prioritize them and those
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opposing the idea for the problematic practices security evokes and allows.” Even if quite
late, a similar debate emerged over energy. Here, the opposition is between energy security,
often understood as geopolitics of energy, informed by realism, and an approach based on
markets and institutions to govern energy. Some commentators stick to a traditional under-
standing of energy security as security of supply and warn that considering energy as a
security issue, rather than an economic one, can limit cooperation and prompt conflict
(McGowan 2011, Radoman 2007). Others argue that energy security means different things
to different actors and that different approaches are associated with different disciplines
concerned with the provision of energy services (Cherp and Jewell 2011; Chester 2010); not
all of them are associable with the realist, zero sum approach to security. Analyzing the
transformation of energy security discourses can contribute to understanding the evolu-
tion of energy politics.

Research focused on the tensions and synergies between environmental and energy
security (Vogler 2013; Umbach 2012) and on how the meaning of energy security evolved.
Inspired by critical security studies, the latter literature explores whose security is consid-
ered in energy security discourses, what threats are considered and what means can be
legitimately employed. It has shown how environmental considerations have been incorpo-
rated in energy security discourses and how the meaning of energy security has shifted
from security of supply to a broader understanding that includes security of demand, sus-
tainability and justice considerations (Dyer and Trombetta 2013, Sovacool et al. 2014).°

The energy governance and the energy security debate provide the most promising
approaches to provide an account of the evolution in the politics of energy. They will be
used in the remainder of the chapter to analyze the evolution of energy politics and the
actors involved in energy governance.

Reading the evolution of energy politics through
security lenses

A fundamental divide characterizes energy policy. On the one hand, the neo-liberal
approach considers energy a commodity like many others and leaves the provision of
energy services to the market, as the most efficient mechanism to allocate resources.”
On the other, those who consider energy a strategic commodity argue that the functioning
of societies depends on energy and call for state intervention in energy policies, from sub-
sidies to oil diplomacy. The presumptive divide ignores that, even within the neo-liberal
perspective, markets need to be regulated and energy remains a political and security con-
cern even if it is assumed that markets more adequately address political and security
concerns. Actually, states tend to combine elements from these two perspectives and energy
policies oscillate between the two, in the conceptualization of energy security and in the
means to provide it. A focus on the construction of energy security allows an analysis of the
evolution of energy politics, bringing together the economic and the (geo)political perspec-
tives and overcoming a problematic divide for policy making and academic inquiry.

The years after the Second World War were characterized by states” intervention in the
energy sector with the nationalization of oil reserves, the creation of large national oil
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companies and integrated energy utilities. These measures consolidated centralized, inte-
grated energy systems based almost exclusively on fossil fuels.®* Energy services were con-
sidered public goods and provided by a few state-owned companies. Prices were controlled,
even in the United States, which traditionally adopted market principles more easily than
other OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development) countries
(Goldthau 2012: 201), limited environmental regulations were introduced to limit the envi-
ronmental impact of the energy sector. In Western countries, energy security was security
of supply and states were seen as a guarantor of this supply.

The oil crises in the 1970s questioned this approach. The OPEC (Organization of the
Petroleum Exporting Countries) embargo, and the shortage it created, led to economic
disruption in Western countries. Western responses to the crisis promoted the creation of
a global oil market, with emergency mechanisms to deal with short term supply disrup-
tions (the strategic oil reserves). The success of this approach contributed to an apparent
depoliticization of energy, which was left to the market and considered as an economic
rather than a political or strategic issue. The great interest for the politics of energy that
characterized the 1970s disappeared and a liberal approach that considered energy as an
economic issue rather than a strategic issue emerged.

The 1980s and 1990s were characterized by a process of privatization and liberalization.
Against the backdrop of an over inflated public sector and economic recession, a neo-liberal
approach emerged. In the United States, price control and most environmental provisions
were cancelled; in the UK, BP, the state-owned behemoth, was privatized.” The state became a
regulator rather than an owner or a service provider. The EU championed this approach, pro-
moting the introduction of competition to promote efficiency, even if liberalization in the
energy sector was slow and integration difficult as many states were still considering energy as
a matter of national security and wanted to protect their national champions. Sustainability
was not a primary concern in a market based approach to energy politics. Within this approach,
the emerging issue of climate change was considered as a market failure and mechanisms to
internalize externalities were introduced, like emission trading permits. These measures
reflected the trust in the market to provide incentives to reduce emissions and global warming.

The situation changed again in the early 2000s when concerns for the growing demand
of fossil fuels, especially by emerging economies like China and India, and climate change
started to dominate political agendas. Energy security was back. Even if the threat posed by
global warming had already been acknowledged by the late 1980s, it was only after 2005
that the link between climate change and energy was clearly established. The Stern Review,
in 2006 (Stern 2007), and the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change IPCC Fourth
Assessment Report, in 2007, made scientific data available to a broader public and refocused
attention on the climate—energy nexus (IPCC 2007). Not only was the consensus on climate
change growing but the need for a holistic rethinking of energy systems to tackle climate
change also emerged. Climate and energy, traditionally two separate policy areas started to
merge (Goldthau 2012: 204). At the same time, two other issues emerged: the awareness
that it was no longer possible to leave the provision of energy security to the market and
that new forms of global governance were called for.

The responses to the crises were rather different. Within the EU, concerns over increas-
ing energy dependency and environmental considerations prompted an ambitious plan to
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decarbonize the economy and achieve a “secure, sustainable and competitive energy”.
In 2007, the European Council adopted ambitious energy and climate change objectives
for 2020 — to reduce GHG emissions by 20%, to increase the share of renewable energy to
20% and to make a 20% improvement in energy efficiency. These objectives were followed
by a long term commitment to decarbonization with a target of 80 to 95% cuts in emis-
sions by 2050. The European Commission’s 2011 Energy Roadmap set out four main
routes to a more “sustainable, competitive and secure” energy system in 2050: energy
efficiency, renewable energy, nuclear energy and carbon capture and storage.

The European conceptualization of energy security has been quite influential; it sug-
gested that security of supply, environmental security and competitiveness can be achieved
together. Yet, European choices and leadership in promoting renewable energy have been
determined not only by the strong European commitment to sustainability but also by a
specific vision of future developments in the oil and gas markets. Europe was gambling on
increasing energy prices and hoping to acquire a competitive advantage in clean energy.
Europe’s expectations have not materialized yet. Shale gas has provided the United States
with cheap energy and energy independence, making renewables less attractive (Helm
2014: 31-32). The lack of agreement in Copenhagen and in Durban on the future of the
Kyoto Protocol made clear the difficulties of implementing explicit carbon caps and the
weakness of the European leadership. The transformation of the international context,
with declining fossil fuel prices and political instability threatening security of supply, have
challenged the European vision. Commentators (Szulecki and Westphal, 2014, Helm 2014)
have questioned the sustainability of the approach and recent developments suggest greater
concerns for security of supply and competitiveness (Youngs 2014: 66-71).

Despite a strong preference for domestic energy sources, demonstrated by the reliance
on coal, and despite being the world’s fifth largest oil producer, since 1993 China has been
a net oil importer, and it is now relying on imports for more than half of its consumption
(BP 2016). As imports grew, so did concerns over security of supply. In the early 2000s,
China developed a rather aggressive oil diplomacy, supporting acquisitions by its national
oil companies and prioritizing security of supply to ensure economic growth. However, by
2006, China started to call for a “depoliticized” approach to energy security'® and became
more involved in global energy governance (He 2016). Domestically, it promoted energy
efficiency and invested in renewable energy. The 2005 Renewable Energy Law set ambi-
tious targets and called for 15% of China’s energy to be coming from renewable sources by
2020. The 12th Five Year Plan (2011-2015) set the goal of installing 100 GW of on-shore
wind power and 34 GW of solar photovoltaics; having achieved this ambitious goal, the
13th Five Year Plan (2016-2020) doubled and tripled the respective targets. China is leading
the way in solar and on-shore wind power installations; in 2015 “half of all wind power
capacity and almost one third of all solar PV capacity installed globally was in China”."" This is
quite relevant for global energy and environmental politics as China is the number one
GHG emitter in the world. Yet, the country remains reliant on coal, which accounts for
about 66% of its energy mix (BP 2016), and it is causing noxious air pollution. Despite a
reluctance to consider climate change as a security issue, China has started to develop an
integrated approach to energy security, which considers energy efficiency and renewables
as a way to ensure economic growth, broaden access to energy services and tackle
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pollution and climate change. The announcement, in November 2014, by President Xi that
emissions would peak by 2030 and his signature on the Paris agreement are relevant signals,
even if security of supply remains a relevant concern for China.

In North America, growing concerns over security of supply created incentives to
develop domestic sources and promote innovation in that direction. The “Blueprint for a
Secure Energy Future” in 2011 called for reductions in foreign oil import, expansion of
domestic drilling and increased energy efficiency (Umbach 2012: 378). The Obama
administrators had pushed for clean energy, suggesting that the United States risked fall-
ing behind in new technologies and calling for investments in clean energy and new fuel
efficiency standards. Yet, the development of Canadian tar sand and of the so-called
non-conventional oil and gas unlocked new resources, ensured energy independence for
North America and questioned the scarcity narrative associated with peak oil. A funda-
mental shift has occurred with the US switch to shale gas and oil, which has implications
for both geopolitical and environmental aspects. Shale gas is more evenly distributed
across the globe and other countries could follow the American path (Youngs 2014: 69).
Environmentally, it has made renewables less competitive, and yet the “switch to shale
gas has given the US its lowest emissions in 20 years” (Youngs 2014: 69) as gas emissions
are lower than those produced burning oil or coal. However, IEA Executive Director
Fatih Birol has warned: “A golden age of gas is not necessarily a golden age for the
climate” (Umbach 2012: 380) as a shift to gas will not be sufficient to meet the two degree
Celsius target set in climate agreements. Having achieved energy independence, relying
on non-conventional oil and gas rather than on renewable sources, competitiveness
remains dominant in the US energy security agenda. The Trump administration has
emphasized that aspect, downplaying environmental concerns and even denying climate
change. However, among political elites, awareness of the security implications of cli-
mate change remains relevant and the business sector is worried about the implications
of a re-carbonification of the economy for American competitiveness and technological
leadership (Stiglitz 2017).

Renewed concern over geopolitical aspects of energy supply in Europe and Asia, but
also increased concerns over climate change and the way energy has been mainstreamed
into fighting poverty, suggest a growing consensus that energy cannot be left to private
actors. The neo-liberal free market model has been questioned and various forms of state
intervention have re-emerged to ensure energy security (Goldthau 2012: 204). The inter-
ventionist approach is characterizing not only countries like China, used to state interven-
tion in key sectors of the economy, but also Western ones. Increased state intervention
in the energy sector to fix perceived shortcomings in energy security goes hand in hand
with the development of forms of global governance. The transformation of global energy
governance involves both the incorporation of environmental considerations as part of a
holistic approach and the transformation and multiplication of the actors involved in
energy governance. Two dynamics characterize the transformation and multiplication of
actors: on the one hand, emerging economies are gaining importance and the ability to
shape global energy governance and its agenda; on the other hand, new actors, like public—
private partnerships and global networks are emerging. These developments are discussed
in the next section.
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Global energy governance: actors, organizations
and their evolution

This section explores the actors and institutions involved in global energy governance, and
outlines how they contributed to promoting more sustainable energy systems by including
environmental and energy access considerations in energy politics and by challenging a
narrow understanding of energy security.

Energy policy is still decided by states, even if decisions impact beyond their borders and
call for coordinate actions. Over the years, some institutional arrangements were created,
often as a response to crises, even if the energy sector remains one in which governance is
weak and fragmented. The actors and institutions that emerged have played a relevant role
in shaping ideas and transforming the understanding of energy security. At the same time,
they represent an institutional design that emerged with little consideration for the envi-
ronment and with an emphasis on fossil fuels, and in turn, they contribute to the resilience
of that system.

The IEA is emblematic in this respect. The IEA plays a relevant role in collecting infor-
mation on energy trends and, more recently, on emissions and renewable energy. Its repu-
tation and influential role make it the most authoritative voice in a context characterized by
the lack of a world energy organization. Yet, its role and capabilities reflect its origin and
membership. The IEA was created in 1974 as an independent organization within the
OECD framework to respond to the oil crisis prompted by the OPEC’s embargo. It brought
together consumer countries to increase their resilience to crises determined by short term
supply shortage.'

Since the 1970s, the IEA has contributed to developing a global liquid oil market and
promoting energy liberalization. It ensured energy security by supporting the smooth
working of the oil market, providing reliable information, ensuring cooperation with oil
companies and developing mechanisms to deal with short term crisis, such as the strategic
oil reserves. The success of these mechanisms contributed not only to the success of an
energy system based on fossil fuels but also to “de-securitizing” energy, transforming
energy into an economic rather than a strategic issue."

As concerns for energy security re-emerged in the early 2000s, the capability of the IEA
to ensure the smooth working of the system, as well as the relevance of a narrow concep-
tualization of energy security and of the mechanisms to ensure it, were questioned. The
authoritative status of the IEA played a relevant role in incorporating environmental con-
cerns in energy security strategies. While during the 1980s and 1990s the IEA’s definition of
energy security focused on availability of energy at all times, in different forms, in sufficient
quantities and at affordable prices, since 2001 the IEA has adopted the following definition
of energy security: “the uninterrupted physical availability at a price which is affordable,
while respecting environmental concerns” (IEA, quoted in Umbach 2012: 376) and it has
started to collect information on CO , emissions and on GHG emission policies. Since 2008,
the World Energy Outlook (WEO), the IEA’s flagship publication, has had a section on climate
change (Heubaum and Biermann 2015: 233). In 2012, the IEA signed a memorandum of
understanding with the UNFCCC Secretariat promoting a mutual effort to combat climate
change and support clean energy. This is contributing to an integrated framework in which
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the UNFCCC is providing the governance structure and the IEA is contributing its expertise
and data (Heubaum and Biermann 2015: 234). Before the 21st Conference of the Parties of
the UNFCCC (COP 21) in Paris in 2015, which led to the signing of the Paris Agreement,
the IEA published a special WEO report on climate change “explicitly emphasizing energy
use and climate change as inextricably linked” (Heubaum and Biermann 2015: 233).

Critics, however, have argued that the IEA has been entangled with the oil industry and
supported energy systems based on fossil fuels, adopting a cautious position on renewable
energy sources, which has downplayed expectations and discouraged investments (Van de
Graaf 2013: 9, Van de Graaf and Lesage 2009). The issue is relevant as it reflects not only
different commitments to act on climate change but also different strategies to do so,
opposing, for instance, those promoting renewable energy and the advocates of clean coal.
The debate has contributed to the successful creation, in 2009, of the International Renew-
able Energy Agency (IRENA).

As energy security reappeared in the international arena, the G8 and, more recently,
the G20 have started to discuss the climate—energy nexus and promote a more compre-
hensive approach to energy security. The 2005 Gleneagle G8 summit issued the Plan of
Action on Climate Change, Clean Energy and Sustainable Development; one year later, in
St Petersburg, the G8 produced a statement on global energy security calling for “suffi-
cient, reliable and environmentally responsible supplies of energy at prices reflecting
market fundamentals” and stating that “neither global energy security, nor the Millen-
nium Development Goals can be fully achieved without sustainable access to fuels for the
2.4 billion people and to electricity for the 1.6 billion people currently without such access
in developing countries” (G8 2006). These statements are relevant because they signal
changing perspectives in energy politics; however, the G8’s renewed concern for energy
and the environment translated not only in a set of grand pledges, but also in specific ini-
tiatives like the International Partnership for Energy Efficiency and Cooperation, estab-
lished at the Hokkaido summit in 2008 (Zelli et al. 2013: 346). As emerging economies are
playing a greater role in the energy field, it is the G20 rather than the G8 that is considered
by commentators (Goldthau 2017) as the most appropriate forum to coordinate action,
share information and promote energy transitions, as the G20 includes not only many
members of the IEA but also the main GHG emitters and emerging economies, whose
energy consumption is growing fast. The G20 set several working groups on energy and
debated the issue of abolishing subsidies on fossil fuels.

The UN have started to address issues related to energy, sustainability and development.
The marginal role of the UN in the field points at the main problem of energy politics:
states do not consider it justified that the UN exerts authority on energy issues (Karlsson-
Vinkhuyzen 2016: 115). Yet, several UN bodies have been involved in shaping norms about
energy poverty and environmental protection. Since the early 2000s, energy issues have
been discussed by the Commission for Sustainable Development. The 2001 annual meeting
of the Commission was the first time energy was specifically discussed, considering eco-
nomic, social and environmental dimensions (Karlsson-Vinkhuyzen 2016: 117)." The link
between energy and the environment was discussed in 2002 at the UN World Summit on
Sustainable Development (WSSD), where the EU pushed for the end of subsides for fossil
fuels and time bound targets for renewables but was opposed by China and G77 whose
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concerns were for ensuring universal energy access. No targets were agreed, even if the text
on energy that emerged represents a relevant enhancement in developing global norms
as it provided extensive reference to renewable energy and energy efficiency (Karlsson-
Vinkhuyzen 2016: 17). In 2004, UN-Energy, a mechanism for inter-agency collaboration in
the field of energy, was established “to help ensure coherence in the United Nations sys-
tem’s multidisciplinary response to the World Summit on Sustainable Development
(WSSD)” and to support countries in their transition to sustainable energy (UN-Energy
2006: 2). Yet divisions remained, especially as climate change rose on the agenda. Propo-
nents of fossil fuels called for clean “end of pipe” technologies, such as carbon capture and
storage (see Chapter 7) while renewables were advocated by countries asking for strong
action on climate change and by those facing high costs to import fossil fuels.

Energy has also been brought to the UN Security Council. On April 17, 2007, the UN
Security Council had the first meeting ever on Climate Change and Security, which can be
read not only as an attempt to promote action on climate change but also as a way to
emphasize the link between climate and energy politics.” Yet the debate demonstrated the
reluctance to consider climate change as a security issue.

The debate within the UN has contributed to framing access to energy as a human secu-
rity issue.'® In 2012, the UN Conference on Sustainable Development linked energy to
human well-being, with a pledge for “sustainable, modern energy services for all” (UN
2012). The same year, the UN Secretary General launched the “Sustainable Energy for all
initiative”, a partnership between governments, the business sector and civil society, with
the vision of achieving sustainable energy for all by 2030, and the UNGA (United Nations
General Assembly), despite the resistance of governments to institutionalizing energy gov-
ernance, established the UN Decade for Sustainable Energy for All. In 2015, access to
“Affordable, Reliable Sustainable and modern energy for all” was included in the sustainable
development goals.

As Karlsson-Vinkhuyzen points out, the universal membership of the UN provides legit-
imacy that the IEA or other club arrangements, like the G8 or the G20, will never have. The
incorporation of access to energy in the sustainable development goals and the emphasis
on sustainability represent relevant steps in increasing the legitimacy of global energy gov-
ernance and in making the energy sector subject to multilateral agreements, monitoring
and accountability (see Karlsson-Vinkhuyzen 2016). It also signals a transformation of the
norms governing energy and a shift of the conceptualization of energy security to include
environmental and humanitarian aspects.

A final aspect that needs to be considered is the impact of climate agreements on
energy politics. Even if the international climate agreements have not been created with
the view of governing energy, the UNFCCC, with the Kyoto Protocol, has been relevant
in shaping states” energy choices and compliance with the Paris Agreement is going to
influence future energy choices. Back in 2011, Dubash and Florini noted that a “compre-
hensive global climate agreement organized around explicit national carbon caps would
be transformative and become a de facto global energy governance regime” (Dubash
and Florini 2011: 14). Yet, states’ resistance to interference in their energy policies
resulted in the lack of specific references to energy in climate agreements. Two main
critiques have been moved to the UNFCCC in terms of influence on energy policies
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(see Zelli et al. 2013: 342). First, the approach adopted by the Kyoto Protocol, requiring
emission reduction targets for developed countries only, did not impact on the energy
policy decisions of developing ones. Second, with the Paris Agreement, the regime is
moving toward a bottom up approach (Falkner 2016), which leaves the choice of actions
to mitigate climate change to individual countries, as commitments are voluntary.
While this approach proved to be successful in getting the Paris Agreement signed, it
might hinder the development of global energy governance.

The growing relevance of transnational governance networks involving non state actors
is another aspect of the development and of the transformation of energy governance.
Many involve partnership between the business sector and other actors that can be both
state and civil society groups. These initiatives are particularly relevant in promoting trans-
parency and the disclosure of data on carbon emissions by the energy sector. They include
the Carbon Disclosure Project, the Global Reporting Initiatives, the Extractive Industries
Transparency Initiative (Falkner 2014: 194).

Since the early 2000s, a combination of concerns over the sustainability of energy sys-
tems and a governance structure to ensure energy security have contributed to combining
energy and environmental policies. On the one hand, there is a re-conceptualization of
energy security that sees energy security and environmental security as complementary
rather than antagonistic. On the other, there is an approach that is focusing on carbon gov-
ernance which brings together consideration of energy efficiency, carbon intensity with
global warming but also local pollution.

Conclusions

This chapter has considered the evolution of energy politics and the emergence of the
triple challenge of ensuring the provision of energy services at affordable prices, broaden-
ing access to energy services and ensuring sustainability. Contemporary energy systems,
largely based on fossil fuels, are not sustainable and are highly unequal. Decarbonizing the
economy and moving toward renewable energy sources would allow GHG emissions to be
reduced, broaden access to energy services and increase security of supply. Yet, energy
transitions face a variety of challenges and obstacles. On the one hand, there is the resil-
ience of existing energy systems and infrastructures. On the other, there are vested inter-
ests and competing priorities.

The challenges of promoting transitions toward more sustainable energy systems are
complicated by the way energy politics has traditionally been conceptualized, as a very
specific, highly technical sector governed by states that — while willing to delegate the
provision of energy services to the market and private actors — have been reluctant to legit-
imize forms of global energy governance. The result has been a marginalization of energy
politics within social science, a division between geopolitical aspects and economic ones
and a marginalization of environmental considerations.

Promoting sustainability requires a holistic approach, and yet energy and environmental
politics have traditionally been considered as two separate fields, governed by different
structures and actors, often with competing priorities. The need for an integrated approach
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has emerged only recently. The transformation is evident not only in the creation of minis-
tries with responsibilities for both energy and climate change but also in the adoption of an
integrated approach that sees increased energy efficiency as a way to tackle both security
of supply and pollution or in the emerging concerns for the energy—climate-water nexus.
Even more relevant is the shift from an approach that considers the provision of energy
services and environmental protection as two competing objectives to one that regards
them as compatible or even complementary. The incorporation of sustainability into
energy security suggests a move that is similar to the conceptual shift that allowed the con-
ceptualization of “sustainable development” as a way to merge two objectives: environ-
mental protection and development, which were previously considered incompatible. The
shift is implicit in the European discourse about a “secure, competitive and sustainable
energy”, even if different actors have different priorities and tend to prioritize different
aspects of energy security.

The other problematic aspect in promoting transitions toward sustainable energy sys-
tems is the lack of legitimacy for global energy governance, as testified by the marginality
of energy within the UN system. Yet, global issues like climate change have contributed to
the awareness that energy needs to be governed globally. The debate within the UN has
contributed to legitimizing forms of multilateral governance and transforming norms
governing energy, introducing considerations for sustainability, access and energy justice.
The shift characterizes not only the issues to be governed and their complementarity but
also the actors involved as more and more actions are brought forward by private actors
and transnational networks.

These transformations point to the relevance of ideas and accepted norms for energy
politics. Developments in the literature, both on energy governance and energy security,
largely inspired by constructivist approaches, have provided the instrument to analyze
them.

Notes

1 IEA, World Energy Outlook 2016 (Paris: IEA, 2016). The 2016 energy access database is available
at www.worldenergyoutlook.org/media/weowebsite/2015/WEO2016Electricity.xlsx (accessed
on October 2, 2017).

2 The term PM 2.5 refers to fine particulate matter with a diameter of 2.5 micron or less. These
microscopic particles suspended in the air are extremely dangerous for health as they can pene-
trate deeply into the lungs and in the blood stream.

3 Crude oil needs to be refined and transformed into usable fuels such as gasoline, fuel oils, and
into petroleum-based products.

4 Electricity itself cannot be stored, but it can be transformed to other energy forms which can be
stored and, when needed, reconverted to electricity. The most common form of storage is batter-
ies but compressed air and pumped hydro storage can be used.

5 This is an aspect that has been fleshed out by securitization theory, which, drawing on a specific
political tradition, identifies security with a specific form of social practice that refers to govern-
ing issues as emergencies and allows for exceptional measures, breaking with ordinary politics
and democratic procedures (Buzan, Waver and de Wilde 1998).

6 Within this literature, Cherp and Jewell (2014) provide an interesting approach. They show that,
when discussing energy security, what needs to be secured is not access to oil or gas but the
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working of specific critical energy systems, which deliver energy services. These systems are
complex socio technical systems that incorporate not only material and technological aspects but
also values about what needs to be protected.

This approach gained relevance after the oil crises in the 1970s in order to “secure supply” for
the West, see section ‘Reading the evolution of energy poltiics through security lenses’ below
for an historical account of the evolution of the energy security discourse and of the ways to
provide it.

The centralized approach involved megaprojects, including gigantic dams and hydroelectric power
stations, like the Hoover Dam in the United States, whose sustainability has been questioned.
British Petroleum’s privatization started in 1977 and continued with Thatcher’s governments.
By 1987, the government had sold all its shares in the company (BP website: https:/ / www.bp.com/
en/global/corporate/ who-we-are/ our-history/late-centuryhtml) accessed on January 24, 2018.
Hu Juntao, speaking at the G8 Summit in St. Petersburg, proposed a “new energy security con-
cept” based on “sustainable development of human society” (http:/ /www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/
wijdt_665385/zyjh_665391/t264261.shtml).

http:/ /energydesk.greenpeace.org/2016/09/08/ china-six-little-known-facts-countrys-solar-
wind-boom/

The creation, in the 1970s, of two international organizations, IEA and OPEC, representing con-
sumer and producer countries, respectively, had a long term impact on energy governance.
Over the years, the antagonistic approach that characterized the divide between the IEA and
OPEC countries diminished and it became clear that security of supply requires security of
demand for producer countries to ensure investments; the International Energy Forum was cre-
ated to promote dialogue.

The choice of the Commission, while suggesting a rather marginal role for energy issues, indi-
cates an attempt to bring together environmental sustainability, access and development issues
and adopt an integrated approach. Within the Commission, access to “affordable supply of mod-
ern energy” has been presented as an energy security issue, not only by developing countries but
also by the EU and China. Yet the debate within the Commission was characterized by opposition
between the EU, promoting renewable energy sources, and the coalition of G77 and China that
emphasized the importance of affordable energy and fossil fuels for economic development
(Karlsson-Vinkhuyzen 2016: 121-122).

It was a few days before the 15th meeting of the Commission on Sustainable Development which
had energy on the agenda and concluded with no agreement ENV/DEV /938 11 May 2007.
Access to energy impacts on several dimensions of human security as defined by UNDP, such as
economic security, food security, health security and environmental security. Yet, access to
energy has not been included in the UNDP definition or in millennium development goals,
agreed in 2000, which testifies to the difficulties of including energy in international negotia-
tions and the slow process of creating norms considering the environmental and social aspects
of energy.
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Endangered species, 11
biodiversity and

the politics of

conservation

Alice B. M. Vadrot

Compared to climate change, the loss of biological diversity is less visible and popular in
global environmental politics. However, for the last decade, the study of international bio-
diversity politics has received new impetus, inter alia because of the increased recognition
that biodiversity and climate change must be tackled together. Another important factor —
and this is the main focus and argument of this chapter — is the particular role science has
played in reconfiguring biodiversity conservation as a relevant parameter for economic
development and human well-being. In this vein, the politics of conservation are increas-
ingly characterized by struggles over the kinds of values attributed to nature, the forms of
knowledge suitable to understand the drivers and causes of biodiversity loss, and the appro-
priate regulatory frameworks for the equal distribution of the costs and benefits related to
the protection of biodiversity.

In order to develop a better understanding of the underlying dynamics at the inter-
section between science, politics and policy, this chapter examines the historical, con-
ceptual and institutional conditions of the emergence of “biodiversity” as a global
environmental concern and a policy issue. Subsequently, the regulatory framework,
which has been established to tackle what is increasingly conceived to be the “sixth mass
extinction”, will be described and emerging power struggles between the Global North
and the Global South discussed. The chapter closes with a tentative outlook and a
description of hegemonic patterns and trends visible in the politics of conservation of
the 21st century.



Endangered species 199

From species extinction to biodiversity loss and the
emergence of a new policy field

In the term biodiversity, subjective preferences are packaged with hard facts; eco-feel-

ings are joined to economic commodities; deep ecology is sold as dollars and sense to

more pragmatic, or more myopic, policy makers and members of the public.
(Takacs 1996: 99)

Biodiversity loss goes beyond what is broadly understood as an increase in “endangered spe-
cies” (EN), often represented by the decimation of charismatic mammals such as tigers, ele-
phants, lions, and rhinos." Since 1758, approximately 1.8 million species have been described, of
which 1.3 million are animals (Ceballos et al. 2015, Mace et al. 2012). The London Convention,
a multilateral treaty on wildlife preservation signed in 1900 by the European colonial powers,
aimed at protecting 43 of them. In the 1950s and 1960s, and particularly after political decolo-
nization, international conservationists feared the implications for wildlife, particularly in
Africa, where hunting was steadily growing in importance (Adams 2013). At the beginning of
the 1960s, the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN),* together with the
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), the Food and
Agricultural Organization (FAO) and other organizations, advised several African govern-
ments, under the umbrella of the African Special Project, on how to develop and implement
conservation policies. National parks were established, non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) founded and manifold conservation and development projects started (Adams 2013).

This was a time when several initiatives for regulating nature conservation globally were
initiated. The Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora
(CITES) was drafted by the IUCN in 1963. Throughout the 1960s, governments and NGOs
negotiated the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands (RAMSAR) to protect wetland habitats for
migratory water birds. In 1964, IUCN established the Red List of Threatened Species, which is
still considered to be the authoritative global assessment of the conservation status of ani-
mal and plant species (McCormick 1989). In 1975, IUCN began to develop its categorisation
system for species. Together with the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP),
based in Nairobi, Kenya, the IUCN created a database on protected areas, published in
1981. In 1994, a “scientifically rigorous approach™ to increase the credibility of assessing the
conservation status of a species and its risk of becoming extinct was presented. Six categor-
ies were identified and distinguished. According to this categorization scheme

a taxon is Endangered when the best available evidence indicates that it meets any of
the criteria A to E for Endangered [. . .] and it is therefore considered to be facing a
very high risk of extinction in the wild.

(IUCN 2012: 14’

Since its establishment, the TUCN red list has assessed more than 77,300 species, estimating
that 41% of amphibians, 25% of mammals and 13% of birds are currently threatened
(Ceballos et al. 2015).
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At least since the mid-1980s, the species approach has been criticized, in particular
because nature conservation was seen as entailing not only the maintenance of species
diversity, but the maintenance of all processes and patterns of organization in nature
(Boitani et al. 2015). Hence, whilst the species approach has been helpful to communicate
conservation to policy-makers and the broader public, it was increasingly conceived as
incomplete with regard to the conservation of ecosystems as a whole and the societal
dimensions of environmental problems more specifically. The same is true for trade-related
aspects which, particularly after the emergence of modern biotechnology in the 1970s, had
to embrace patent law and access and benefit-sharing (ABS) issues to cope with expanding
life science industries and the exploitation of natural reservoirs in the Global South (Rosendal
2011). Another issue concerns what has slightly been addressed at the beginning of this
paragraph: The practices and self-concept of botanists and overseas collectors of plants,
which formed the largest scientific network worldwide, were considerably put in question
(Mackay 1985). Political decolonization evidently contributed to fears among conservation-
ists that wildlife might not be sufficiently addressed or protected by the newly established
governments (Adams 2013).

Insecurities also emerged with regard to the legal frameworks for doing field work in the
tropics and, related to this, the conditions for studying, commodifying and trading plant
and animal products. The notion of a “common good” associated with nature has steadily
been threatened by the concept of natural heritage and the idea that its protection is bound
to the territory where it is situated and, thus, of national concern. State sovereignty over all
kinds of natural resources extended the areas where nation states compete in terms of
economic and symbolic power and performance. The global political economy of species
diversity increased the dual difficulties faced by pure academic research and more industri-
al-oriented scientists working for the steadily expanding life science industries.

Against this background “by the late 1980s and early 1990s scientists [. . .] began to find
their way toward a revived environmentalism” (Worster 1994: 417). A “new conservation
ethic” emerged together with a “broader intellectual and moral community” for which the
preservation of “biological diversity became a unifying imperative” (Ibid. 419).

The rise in interest in “biodiversity” as a scientific object
and a global resource

From a scientific point of view the concept of “biodiversity” was introduced to re-frame
the issue at hand and to replace the established terms “species diversity” and “species
richness”. The term “biodiversity” itself was coined at the “The National Forum on Bio-
Diversity” held in Washington, DC, in September 1986 under the auspices of the American
National Academy of Science and the Smithsonian Institute. One of the objectives of this
forum was to shed light on the necessity to develop global regulatory and scientific frame-
works, within which the perceived loss of species and habitats could be understood and
addressed. Edward O. Wilson, who edited the famous book Biodiversity (1988), where the
results of the forum and the state of the art of research on biological diversity were pre-
sented, argued that the rise in interest in biodiversity — which coincided with the forum and
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the foundation of the Society for Conservation Biology — was due to two more or less
independent developments. Wilson describes the reasons for the rise in interest in biodiver-
sity as follows:

I believe that this increased attention, which was evident by 1980 and had steadily
picked up momentum by the time of the forum, can be ascribed to two more or less
independent developments. The first was the accumulation of enough data on
deforestation, species extinction, and tropical biology to bring global problems into
sharper focus and warrant broader public exposure. [. . .] The second development
was the growing awareness of the close linkage between the conservation of bio-
diversity and economic development.

(Wilson, 1988, v)

Data and evidence on species extinction

Firstly, the availability of a sufficient amount of data on species extinction, deforestation and
tropical biology “[brought] global problems into sharper focus and warrant broader public
exposure” (Wilson 1988 v). In 1988, about 1.4 million living species had been described, and
estimations indicated that the absolute number would be somewhere between five and
30 million species, each being “the repository of an immense amount of genetic informa-
tion” (Wilson 1988: 7). Even though scientists acknowledged that no precise estimate of the
numbers of species being extinguished could be made, the observed permanent clearing of
rainforest and its conversion into the shifting-cultivation cycle indicated that “extinction is
proceeding far faster than it did prior to 1800” (Wilson 1988: 10). The ongoing extinction of
species began approximately 11,700 years ago and is mainly due to human activity. Current
estimates reveal a remarkably rapid loss of biodiversity over the last few centuries, which is
increasingly likely to compromise the capacity of ecosystems to sustain their current func-
tioning (Rockstrom et al. 2009). The authors of the famous study on planetary boundaries
identified “tipping points”, which — as soon as they are reached — instantiate a disproportion-
ately rapid destruction of the earth (Rockstrom et al. 2009). This assumption is based on
earth system science and the idea that “planetary boundaries” demarcate “safe operating
space for humanity”, within which current natural resource and land use practices can be
continued without causing irreversible and abrupt environmental change. Estimates indi-
cate that three of these boundaries, including biodiversity loss, climate change and the bio-
geochemical flow; are likely to already have been crossed. Recent data support the hypothesis
that a sixth mass extinction — sometimes also referred to as Holocene or Anthropocene
extinction — is already under way (Seddon et al. 2016; Ceballos et al. 2015).

Biodiversity conservation and economic development

The second development that had contributed to the rise of interest in biodiversity in the
1980s is the increased awareness among scientists and policy-makers that the conservation
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of biological diversity is closely tied to economic development. The global political econ-
omy of biodiversity has three dimensions which, in many aspects, are interrelated and par-
ticularly relevant for understanding current dynamics in international biodiversity politics,
described in section three of this chapter.

Economic development invariably led to new industries reliant on materials from the
tropics, leading to further demand for biodiversity products integral to pharmaceuticals,
new foods, petroleum substitutes and fibres (Wilson 1988: vi). For example, from the
250,000 to 750,000 plants described in the 1980s, 119 plant-derived drugs used worldwide
were obtained from less than 90 plant species (Farnsworth et al. 1985). Today, more than
70,000 different plant species are used in modern and traditional medicine (IUCN 2012).*
In the 1980s, the search for new plant drugs increased significantly and anticipated the
development of NAPRALERT"”, a global database on natural products based on scientific
and historical literature, including indigenous knowledge of the medical use of plants
(Farnsworth et al. 1985). Optimistic estimates of the economic value of plant species for
the pharmaceutical industry increased the commercialization of new drugs based on
activities of bioprospecting, predominantly in the Global South (Boisvert and Vivien 2012).°
A similar increase in interest in particular components of biodiversity could be observed
with regard to agricultural and industrial plant products. In the 1980s, a yearlong expedition
and three years of follow-up research on tomato seeds — costing the US National Science
Foundation only around 21,000 US dollars — led to the production of a new hybrid, worth
more than 80 million US dollars over a decade (Iltis 1988: 102). The economic benefits of
native indigenous plants — and indigenous knowledge related to these plants — for industry,
particularly if developed on a large scale, had also raised expectations with regard to the
substitution of fats, fuels and oils (Plotkin 1988: 112).

In other words, the discovery of new plant products and the rapid development of bio-
technology as both a scientific instrument and an industrial tool has benefited some parts
of the world but also created new challenges and conflicts over the rights to access and use
natural resources. Governments from the Global South became increasingly suspicious of
“biopiracy” by scientists conducting research on their territory’ Conflicts inevitably
emerged, particularly in cases where indigenous plants, local knowledge or cultural prac-
tices form the basis of new plant products; likewise, GMO seeds developed and patented by
the life science industry, which refused to share the benefits resulting out of the commodi-
fication and marketization of plant material collected in countries of the Global South
(Dutfield 2000, Brand et al. 2008). Even though successful products, especially in the area
of pharmaceuticals, are relatively rare, diverse benefits can be developed (Rosendal 2006).
Over the years, however, the interest in bioprospecting by the pharmaceutical industry has
significantly decreased and has partly been transferred to other sectors, such as cosmetics,
nutraceutics and the agribusiness (Boisvert and Vivien 2005).

While biodiversity has been framed in terms of a “common good”, to be conserved for
the sake of local economic development, the constituents are not clearly defined. As such,
the promotion of the commoditization of biodiversity is the key for both its conservation
and the development of frameworks within which the benefits of nature can equitably be
shared. The underlying “environmental-economic paradigm”, also described in terms of
“Green Development Theory” (Adams 1995) or “Green Developmentalism™ (McAfee 1999),
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draws on the assumption of win—win situations, in which nature conservation creates syn-
ergetic effects in terms of economic development and poverty eradication. The combina-
tion of conservation and development goals for poverty eradication ideally implies prior
informed consent by locals and, likewise, integration into conservation projects, such as in
the planning of protected areas or the development of new commodities based on local
and traditional knowledge. Related measures are expected to create new sources of income
and labour through conservation initiatives and sustainable forms of using and commodi-
fying biodiversity, such as in the case of eco-tourism (Kiitting 2010). McAfee has called this
practice “selling nature to save it”, meaning that conservation projects are financed by new
sources of income and business models, such as admission charges for protected areas in
tourism or new forms of natural resource use and commodification (McAfee, 1999). The
regulation of access to natural habitats and of natural resource use creates several chal-
lenges, particularly in those areas and communities where people depend on particular types
of biodiversity valuation and related cultural practices. This often implies that local commu-
nities participating in related conservation projects have to change the way they govern
themselves and their relationships with the natural environment they live in; a process which
is accompanied by multiple conflicts and challenges related to land use rights and the equal
distribution of goods and services (Escobar 1998, Dauvergne 2016). In the past two decades,
several “parks versus sustainable use” arguments have been emerging and preoccupying
conservationists and political ecologists, raising doubt with regards to solving both conser-
vation and poverty issues (Adams et al. 2004).

The third way in which biodiversity is tied to economic development is less evident, but
increasingly relevant. Early on in the biodiversity debate, instruments were developed for
economically valuing those aspects of nature which have traditionally not been commodi-
fied. A prominent example is pollination, which is of critical importance for healthy ecosys-
tems and food production. The “work™ of pollinators such as bees, butterflies and other
insects had, for a long time, been taken for granted. In order to increase awareness of the
value of these “ecosystem services”, i.e. services provided by nature for free, scientists have
tried to estimate the monetary value of pollination. To this end, you can either measure how
much it would cost to replace the act of pollination by human labour or — as recently done —
estimate the annual market value directly attributable to animal pollination worldwide,
which ranges between 235 billion and 577 billion US dollars (Hrabranski and Pesche 2016: 8).

In the 1980s, research on how to put a value on nature began to rise. In 1987, Jacquemot
and Filion tried to measure the economic value of birds in Canada. They identified 100,000
persons involved in bird-related activities and calculated the related expenditure, which
amounted to $2.4 billion of Canadian GDP in 1986. Pearce (1993) combined three different
types of values to estimate the value of plant-based pharmaceuticals. He combined the
actual market value of the plants when traded, the market value of the drugs for which
they are the source material and the value of the drugs in terms of their life-saving prop-
erties, using the monetary value of a “statistical life” (Pearce 1993). The assessment of the
value of biodiversity has many different dimensions. Norton has differentiated between
what he refers to as ordinary concepts, namely commodity, amenity and the moral value of
biodiversity (Norton 1988: 201): the commodity value is the value attributed to the species
when they are made into a product that can be traded, i.e. bought and sold on the market.®
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The amenity value of the species is the contribution of the species to the improvement of
human well-being in a non-material way. The amenity value is associated with the contribu-
tion of the species to recreation and aesthetics, i.e. to human experiences and activities with,
and in, nature, such as hiking, hunting or fishing. These activities create huge market oppor-
tunities. The moral value is more controversial. Norton takes the position that “species have a
moral value even if that moral value depends on us”. This rather anthropocentric view is
often used as an argument for convincing policy-makers to engage in the conservation of
biodiversity. However, here the moral argument is mostly combined with estimates of the
monetary value of biodiversity and related “ecosystem services™; a concept which has signifi-
cantly increased in importance in the past 20 years. Ecosystem services are not the same as bio-
diversity, but are often used interchangeably or in terms of “biodiversity and ecosystem services”
to underpin the centrality of biodiversity for human well-being and economic development.
Furthermore, the parallel use of biodiversity and ecosystem services also stems from the
assumption that the notion of “services” might facilitate the communication of the impact and
value of biodiversity loss to policy-makers and the broader public (Vadrot 2014, 2018).

In 1997, Robert Costanza et al. had already calculated the total value of the world’s eco-
system services, with an average of US$33 trillion per year (Costanza et al. 1997). Estimat-
ing the monetary value of ecosystem services has been conceived as a promising path to
solve conservation related trade-offs by packing the actual effects of biodiversity loss into
numbers. The idea was, and is, simple: if the “real” value of nature could be represented in
terms of numbers, the costs emerging from the destruction of nature and from political
inaction could be calculated and the environmental impact of different policy options and
business activities evaluated. Furthermore, the “natural capital” of a local community or a
nation could be balanced and the real dependence upon natural resources and their sustain-
able use and conservation displayed.

From today’s perspective, the three described ways by which the rise in interest in biodi-
versity is tied to economic development are, in many ways, interrelated. Conservation proj-
ects in countries of the Global South, as for example, in the case of The Economics of
Ecosystems and Biodiversity (TEEB), increasingly rely on ecosystem service valuation and
new modes of commodifying and financializing biodiversity supported, for example, by
funds of the Global Environmental Facility (GEF), itself an outgrowth of the World Bank.
Two decades ago, scientists such as Edward O. Wilson could not even have foreshadowed
what s, today, a common term: “for-profit biodiversity conservation” (Dempsey and Suarez
2016: 654). At this stage, the rise in interest in biodiversity as “a global resource, to be indexed,
used, and above all, preserved” (Wilson 1988: 3) had contributed to the formation of a new
global scientific community, which evolved in the 1980s and 1990s around a “new conser-
vation ethic” and the unifying imperative of protecting biodiversity, regardless of existing
scientific uncertainties involved in estimations of species extinction and a missing definition
of what biodiversity actually means (Takacs 1996, Escobar 1998).

But does “biodiversity” actually exist? Is there a discrete reality of “biodiversity” differ-

ent from the infinity of living beings, including plants, animals, microorganisms, homo

sapiens, and their interactions, attraction and repulsion, co-creation and destructions?
(Escobar 1998: 54)
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Defining “biodiversity”

In the late 1980s, the research community around biodiversity grew significantly. The dif-
ferent kinds of knowledge and data needed to better understand the effects and causes of
biodiversity loss called for a definition encompassing past and present understandings of
species diversity. By the beginning of the 1990s, biodiversity research increased unsystem-
atically and 14 different definitions of biodiversity were circulating (Jutro 1993). As the two
quotes from David Takacs, author of the book The idea of biodiversity (1996), and Arturo
Escobar (1998) suggest, biodiversity means many different things to different people (Vadrot
2014). Should biodiversity be framed in terms of its global totality, natural communities, its
role in providing society with ‘free services’ or by mapping the regions where biodiversity
is most concentrated? (Lovejoy 1997: 7 ff.).

Overlapping interests, normative standpoints and scientific paradigms anticipated the
need for defining and conceptualizing biodiversity for the purpose of both science and pol-
icy. From a scientific point of view, a definition was needed to develop research programmes
targeted towards the systematic development of knowledge on the decline of biodiversity,
its drivers, indicators and causes, and on the parameters for appropriate conservation con-
cepts and measures. From a political point of view, a definition was needed to structure
global regulatory frameworks for orchestrating the different national priorities in biodiver-
sity conservation and tackling the sharpening conflicts between the Global North and the
Global South over the access to, and the benefits from, the use of the different aspects of
biodiversity.

In 1991, the International Union of Biological Sciences (IUBS) launched DIVERSITAS",
a cooperative scientific programme on biodiversity (di Castri and Younés 1996: 5). This
initiative was supported by the Scientific Committee on Problems of the Environment of
The International Council for Science (ICSU) and UNESCO. UNESCO was entitled to sup-
port this process for two reasons. Firstly, UNESCO is a specialized agency of the United
Nations (UN) and the natural sciences are one of its main programmes. Secondly, UNESCO
was already, by then, hosting two conventions related to conservation: the World Heritage
Convention protecting natural and cultural heritage and the RAMSAR Convention (see
the next section). The definition that DIVERSITAS had been developing was taken up at the
United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED), where the CBD, which
was drafted under the auspices of the UNEP and a small group of experts — inter alia from
IUCN - was opened for signature. According to the CBD definition:

‘Biological diversity’ means the variability among living organisms from all sources
including, inter alia, terrestrial, marine and other aquatic ecosystems and the ecolog-
ical complexes of which they are part: this includes diversity within species, between
species and of ecosystems.

(CBD 1992)

The emergence of the term biodiversity and its expanded definition, including the three
levels of genes, species and ecosystems, had contributed to a reconfiguration of biodivers-
ity as both a policy issue and an object of research by the late 1980s. The recognition of the
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level of ecosystems has accounted for the critique on species focussed conservation. The
integration of the genetic level acknowledged the need to respond to developments in
biotechnology and their impact on how diversity is described, measured and commodified.
And, last but not least, the emphasis of ecosystems and their “services” has created a new
entry point for studying and demonstrating the economic value of biodiversity for society.
According to Arturo Escobar, there is a close link between the scientific framing of bio-
diversity, which has been emerging since the 1980s and the political framework, which has
emerged to deal with the new cause at the global level of policy making:

In fact, the current scientific approach to biodiversity is geared not toward “theoriz-
ing biodiversity” per set but towards assessing the significance of biodiversity loss to
ecosystem functioning, and to ascertaining the relation between biodiversity and the
“services” ecosystems provide. Established definitions of biodiversity do not create a
new object of study that is outside of the existing definitions in biology and ecology.
Rather, “biodiversity” is the response given to a concrete situation that is certainly
preoccupying but which goes well beyond the scientific domain. As critical studies of
science have shown, the act of naming a new reality is never innocent. What views of
the world does this naming shelter and propagate? Why has this new way of naming
been invented at the end of a century that has seen untold levels of ecological destruc-
tion? From a discursive perspective, then, biodiversity does not exist in an absolute
sense. Rather, it anchors a discourse that articulates a new relation between nature
and society in global contexts of science, cultures, and economies.

(Escobar 1998: 55)

Several global scientific and political initiatives, working groups and negotiation rounds
have led to this specification, steering the emergence of a complex institutional landscape
on biodiversity, composed of multilateral environmental agreements, intergovernmental
organizations, regional groups, transnational alliances and a myriad of NGOs, actors and
groups. In the following, the institutional dimension of global environmental politics will
be described and the most relevant multilateral environmental agreements addressing bio-
diversity loss presented.

Global biodiversity politics and the politics of conservation

The rise in interest in the protection of biodiversity and the increased emphasis on its eco-
nomic value have led to the establishment of several fora wherein negotiations among
nation states exist. This complexity is the result of the varied targets assigned to biodiver-
sity: (1) conservation and protection of the natural world, (2) sustainable use of natural
resources and (3) a fair distribution of the benefits resulting from different forms of use
(LePrestre 2002, Hufty and Muttenzer 2002).

From an institutional and governance perspective, this development can be viewed as a
way by which nation states try to cope with the perceived loss of biodiversity by realizing
common interests and goals (e.g. Keohane 1989, Young 1994). This necessitates particular
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forms of international cooperation and “principal modalities of global rule-making and
implementation” (Held and McGrew 2002: 11). Some scholars describe related processes in
terms of “regime building”, “regime complexes”™ or “regulation”. Studying and under-
standing the role of actors in global biodiversity politics, and the kinds of power and strat-
egies they use to pursue their interests, depend on two decisions: firstly, the empirical focus
of the research and, secondly, the theoretical framework guiding the understanding of
international relations and global environmental politics. The latter significantly benefits
from theories that allow an understanding beyond global environmental politics as fine-
tuning of existing agreements (Kiitting and Lipschutz 2009: 4) (see Chapter 1 in this book).

Multilateral Environmental Agreements (MEAs) are important objects of research for
studying the politics of biodiversity conservation. The regularly performed Conferences of
the Parties (COPs), the governing bodies of MEAs, are of increased interest among scholars
of global environmental politics (e.g. Dimitrov 2010, Campbell et al. 2014, Sending 2015).
They are field sites, where nation states come together to review and advance the imple-
mentation of the particular convention, through amending or further developing text
through decisions taken at its periodic meetings. These meetings offer the possibility to
empirically examine the performance of different forms of power, authority and hegemony
within a highly regulated and structured setting of international relations and diplomacy.
Hence, instead of viewing these fora as facilitators for international cooperation to solve
global environmental problems, they need to be described as what they are: historically
grown negotiation sites, where nation states consensually agree on sentences, numbers and
words by employing different forms of argumentative power and authority to increase the
likeliness that the decisions taken do not dissent or hamper national interests. The rules and
procedures established by the negotiating states structure the interaction between govern-
ments and non-state actors and contribute to the particular distribution of power and influ-
ence within and beyond these negotiation settings.

The seven biodiversity-related conventions

To date, seven international conventions or multilateral environmental agreements (MEAs)
have been established to address biodiversity related issues: the CITES, the CBD, the Convention
on Conservation of Migratory Species (CMS), the International Treaty on Plant Genetic Resources for
Food and Agriculture (TPGRFA), the RAMSAR Convention, the International Plant Protection
Convention (IPPC), and the Convention Concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and natural
Heritage (World Heritage Convention). Table 11.1 lists all seven conventions and gives an over-
view of the year of their signature and entry into force, the number of signatures and current
members, the location of the secretariats, the organization administering the convention and
the subsidiary bodies established to govern the work of the agreements.

The conventions are administered by different UN organizations: the UNEP, FAO and
UNESCO. Administering means that the organizations in charge support the secretariat,
for example, by seconding staff or by hosting the secretariat, as for example, in the cases of
the IPPC and the World Heritage Convention. In cases where the location of the secretariat
differs from the location of the administering organization, diplomatic or strategic reasons
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might play a role. The CBD COP, for example, established an interim secretariat in 1993
located in Geneva, Switzerland, where RAMSAR, CITES and the IUCN Headquarters are
located. Three years later, the Government of Canada, which was the first country of the
Global North signing and ratifying the convention, won a bid, by which the secretariat was
moved to Montreal, Québec, in 1996. In such cases, national governments contribute to the
budget of the convention by means of in-kind contributions reflecting the willingness to be
an influential and powerful actor within the particular agreement. Administering can also
mean that the rules and procedures of UNEP, or UNESCO, are applied to the way in which
the conventions work and, for example, organize the negotiations in the framework of
their COPs, which take place regularly and assemble national government delegations,
representatives of NGOs, IGOs and other stakeholders (Biermann and Siebenhiiner 2010).
The fact that the seven biodiversity-related conventions are administered by three different
organizations is also testimony of the particular focus the conventions assert themselves
and of the specific framing of biodiversity they are committed to.

UNESCO uses the framework of natural heritage to designate that biodiversity is
inherited from past generations and that it needs to be maintained in the present and for the
benefit of future generations. Natural heritage is bound to cultural practices and a particu-
lar state territory. More recently “biocultural diversity” emerged as a concept linking
biological and cultural diversity in order to better grasp the contribution of local and
indigenous communities to the preservation of ecosystem services (Maffi 2001). The FAO
addresses conservation issues in relation to food security, agriculture and plant protection
(see also Chapter 12 in this book). CITES and CMS, which are administered by UNEP, have
a clear focus on species protection and species-related trade regulations. To some extent,
these two conventions represent the IUCN approach to conservation.

The adoption of the CBD, which is also administered by UNEP, has significantly
increased the overlap between the different topics addressed by UNEP, UNESCO and FAO
and the aims and objectives of the conventions (see Table 11.2). The CBD was signed at the
UN Conference on Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro in 1992, more than 20 years
after CITES. CITES, which was signed in Washington in 1973 and drafted a decade earlier
by members of the IUCN, is often referred to as the most successful and effective agree-
ment (Fuchs 2010). The reason for this judgement stems from the fact that CITES is not
only a conservation treaty but also a trade instrument balancing the conservation of
endangered species and the economic interest in these species.

In turn, the CBD is often seen as the most important forum, where negotiations on the
protection and the sustainable and equitable use of biodiversity in all its facets take place (Le
Prestre 2002, Brand and Gorg 2008). The multiple goals of the CBD and the other conven-
tions indicate several overlaps and potential redundancies. In order to prevent duplication
between the seven conventions, several efforts were made to identify and tackle these over-
laps. In 2016, official representatives of the parties of the seven conventions met at the
United Nations Office in Geneva to explore ways to strengthen synergies among the conven-
tions." Furthermore, representatives of the secretariats participate in the COPs of the
respective other conventions in order to ensure that information on the state of affairs is
communicated and issues of overlap are identified and recorded into agreed text. The issue
of overlap is, however, not only a matter of written and agreed text or responsibilities.
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The signatories of the conventions, which are the national governments, send national
delegates to COPs, where the negotiations take place. Particularly small delegations, such
as the delegation of Bolivia or Ghana, tend to be composed of only one person, covering
several conventions and attending several meetings at the same time. The size of delega-
tions varies significantly and reflects the economic and institutional ability of a nation state
to perform successfully in those settings.

Other actors and overlapping issues

The institutional landscape of international biodiversity politics is, however, broader than
the listing of the seven conventions suggests. Biodiversity is increasingly an issue in the
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), the United Nations Con-
vention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD), and the United Nations Convention on the Law of
the Sea (UNCLOS). Furthermore, topic-specific treaties and intergovernmental organiza-
tions address biodiversity issues and play important roles within the various negotiation
settings: the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), the International Maritime
Organisation (IMO), the Global Environmental Fund (GEF), the Intergovernmental Science-Policy
Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES), the Intergovermental Group on Earth
Observation, the World Health Organization (WHO), the World Trade Organization (W'TO)
and the World Bank. Furthermore, there are regional actors such as the North American Free
Trade Agreement (NAFTA), the EU, or the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN)
performing within the international fora where biodiversity politics take place.

This listing is far from being complete and is case dependent. Nation states and other
global, transnational, national or local actors, such as NGOs, business actors, scientific
organizations, representatives of local and indigenous communities, the media and, increas-
ingly, representatives of cities and regions, have been using different fora within this institu-
tional landscape to pursue their own interests in biodiversity. In order to further clarify the
way in which different actors interrelate, and for the purpose of understanding the different
roles the conventions play in regulating the conservation and use of biodiversity at a global
scale, the CBD, which is regarded as the most relevant and overarching biodiversity conven-
tion, will be described in more detail.'?

The case of the CBD

As described above, the CBD is often conceived as the most relevant biodiversity related
convention. At the same time, it remains the most complex convention in this field. Its
focus on conservation as an agent of economic development and poverty eradication,
which is in line with the general theme of the Earth Summit, where the CBD was opened
for signature, enrols the convention into the gradually expanding “environmental-eco-
nomic paradigm”. Article 1 of the CBD refers to the three goals of the agreement: firstly, the
preservation of biodiversity, secondly, the sustainable use of the components of biological
diversity and, thirdly, the fair and equitable sharing of the benefits arising out of the
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utilization of genetic resources (Art. 1 of the CBD; www.cbd.int/intro). Hence, the CBD
deals with issues of biodiversity conservation, use and trade pertaining to all three levels of
biodiversity. The decision to address conservation and use has expanded the scope of the
convention to intellectual property rights, technology transfer and access and benefit shar-
ing, which has created tensions with other international negotiation sites such as the WTO
and its Agreement on Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS) (Rosendal
2006, Oberthiir and Rosendal 2013, Brand and Gorg 2008). The issues, which fall under the
convention, are constantly renegotiated within its Subsidiary Body on Scientific, Technical and
Technological Advice (SBSTTA), established under Art 25 and the CBD COPs. The scientific
and technological intensity of both the preservation and the use of biodiversity anticipates
negotiations on new items to be dealt with under the CBD, such as, for example, biofuels
and bioengineering.

The convention’s text and the several issues addressed express the plurality of national
interests entering the agreement on how to govern biodiversity at a global scale. Its estab-
lishment in 1992 followed the exploration of the need of a new environmental agreement
by several experts involved in the Ad Hoc Working Group of Experts on Biological Diversity
from 1988 onwards. The process was coordinated by UNEP and involved experts from
IUCN and other conservation organizations. In order to link this kind of expertise to the
formal requirements of an international legal instrument, the Ad Hoc Working Group of
Technical and Legal Experts, known as thelntergovernmental Negotiating Committee, started its
work in 1989. At this stage, it was clear that a new conservation treaty, addressing the
multiple dimensions of biodiversity, would only be accepted by countries of the Global
South if issues of environmental justice (see Chapter 6 in this book) and “ways and means to
support innovation by local people” were part of it.”” This conflict line is virulent in
CBD-related negotiation settings, where technology transfer and a fair sharing of the costs
and benefits of the conservation and use of biodiversity are claims by countries of the
Global South and a large number of NGOs, and the avoidance of global regulations on
trade and intellectual property rights characterize the positioning of countries of the
Global North.

During the process of drafting the convention, IUCN, the World Wide Fund for Nature
(WWEF), Switzerland, and the United States argued in favour of an umbrella convention
encompassing existing conservation treaties and protocols only (MacGraw 2002, Andersen
2008). Particularly the United States aimed at avoiding issues of distribution and equity inter
alia in relation to plant genetic resources, which in the end, were nonetheless recognized
and integrated into the scope of the convention. The United States, which intended to pro-
tect a growing domestic biotechnology industry, has still not ratified the CBD and is partic-
ipating in COPs with the status of an observer.

In May 1992, regardless of the conflict lines described above, the text of the CBD was
adopted and, one month later, at the Earth Summit, opened for signature. The recognition
of access and benefit sharing issues into the CBD was partly the result of orchestrated
bargaining of countries of the Global South, supported by global NGOs and ENGOs
(environmental NGOs), and the increasingly successful conception of win—win situations,
which lowered suspicions towards western science conceptions on how to protect and use
biological diversity.
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The first Ordinary Meeting of the Conference of the Parties to the Convention on Biological
Diversity took place in the Bahamas in 1994. At that meeting, several decisions were taken,
such as on the rules and procedures of the COPs (including the consensus principle), the
financial mechanism, the location of the secretariat, a Clearing-House mechanism for tech-
nical and scientific cooperation and the establishment of the SBSTTA. The SBSTTA was
established to provide the COPs and the negotiating parties with expertise on different
aspects of biodiversity. However, and as described above, the lack of global knowledge on
biodiversity was conceived as a challenge for the implementation of the CBD, also, because
an assessment producing body such as the IPCC, established in 1988, even before the UNF-
CCC was established (see Chapter 7 in this book), was not available.

Initially, the SBSTTA was conceptualized as the body where national experts are expected
to inform decisions to be taken at COP meetings. Particularly in the early 1990s, little
knowledge was available among national bureaucracies on how to address biodiversity-
related issues at a global scale. At one of the first SBSTTA meetings, Brazil sent a diplomat
instead of an expert in order to increase its strategic positioning within a body dominated
by western scientists and their views on how to protect biodiversity. Other parties quickly
did the same. SBSTTA rapidly became politicized and turned into a “mini COP” or a “pre-
COP”, where decisions are drafted and pre-negotiated before the actual negotiations within
COPs take place (LePrestre 2002, Koetz et al. 2008). The deficient character of the SBSTTA
was often conceived as major reason for the severe implementation deficits of the CBD,
which partly explains the establishment of IPBES in 2012 and the Subsidiary Body on Imple-
mentation (SBI), a successor of the Ad Hoc Open-ended Working Group on the Review of
Implementation of the Convention (WGRI) in 2014. An earlier response to the lack of scientific
knowledge was the call of COP 2 for the preparation of the Global Biodiversity Outlook
(GBO). GBO is a periodic report summarizing the status of biodiversity and the possible
steps to be taken to ensure that the goals of the CBD are met.

Figure 11.1 gives an overview of the development of the CBD from 1992 to today. The
figure lists the subsidiary bodies and working groups, the locations and years of the COPs,
the two protocols to the CBD, the strategic plans and the assessments conducted as a
response to, and in accordance with, the needs identified by the parties to the CBD and to
some of the other biodiversity-related conventions.

Besides SBSTTA and the SBI, several working groups were established to address partic-
ular items, such as intellectual property rights and the protection of local and indigenous
knowledge (Working group on Art. 8j established in 1998) and protected areas (established
in 2004). In two cases, ad hoc working groups resulted in the adoption of a protocol.
In 2000, the Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety was adopted with the aim of ensuring the safe
handling, transport and use of living modified organisms (LMOs) resulting from modern
biotechnology and affecting biodiversity. Parallel to the CBD COPs, the Biosafety COP-
MOPs take place to advance the negotiations in this particular subfield of the CBD.

In 2010, COP 10 adopted the Nagoya Protocol on Access to Genetic Resources and the Fair and
Equitable Sharing of Benefits Arising from their Utilization, which entered into force in October
2014. The Nagoya Protocol has been described as a major success within global environ-
mental politics; however, several issues regarding the actual impact of the protocol and its
contribution to supporting fairness and equity remain uncertain (Oberthiir and Rosendal
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2013, Brand and Vadrot 2013). In 2014, the first ABS COP-MOP was conducted inter alia
with the aim to overview the progress made in implementing the protocol.

To sum up, since its establishment, the CBD COPs have adopted several decisions and
identified a diverse range of emerging issues to be dealt with under the convention. In the
1990s, negotiations centred on developing the concepts and frameworks for cooperation
(Art. 5), general measures for conservation and sustainable use (Art. 6), in situ (Art. 8) and
ex situ conservation (Art. 9), access to genetic resources (Art. 15) and handling biotechnol-
ogy and distribution of benefits (Art. 19). More recently, synthetic biology became an
emergent issue under the convention and a new field of conflict, comparable to the debate
over LMOs in the early days of the CBD. At COP 13, which took place in Mexico in December
2016, 33 decisions were taken, covering issues such as “biodiversity and climate change”,
“invasive alien species: addressing risks associated with trade, experiences in the use of
biological control agents, and decision support tools”, “digital sequence information on
genetic resources”, or “climate-related geoengineering”.

The scope of the CBD is expanding, together with the number and the backgrounds of
participants. Fifteen to twenty thousand people participate in CBD COPs. Representatives
of the business sector are steadily increasing, particularly after the Rio + 20 conference,
which took place in 2012. At this conference, the notion of the “Green Economy” was
introduced and expanded the framework of the politics of biodiversity conservation.
“Green Economy”, together with new modes of valuing and commodifying biodiversity, as
described, have been introduced as a way to increase the availability of alternative financial
sources and mechanisms for global and local environmental programmes and initiatives
framed within a revived “economic—environmental paradigm” (see also Hickmann and
Lederer, Chapter 3).

The politics of conservation in the 21st century: patterns
and trends

In the following, developments reproducing these selective views on how to address biodi-
versity loss, both scientifically and politically, will be retraced; and the emergence of global
biodiversity knowledge, “international for profit biodiversity conservation” and “essential
biodiversity variables” (EBVs) contextualized.

From the global biodiversity assessment to the
“IPCC for biodiversity”

An important reference point in global biodiversity politics and policies has always been the
attempt of the scientific community to contribute to intergovernmental efforts by provid-
ing global assessments on the state of global biodiversity. After the establishment of the
CBD, a group of more than 300 scientists conducted the Global Biodiversity Assessment
(GBA), published in 1995 (Heywood 1995). The assessment started from the assumption of
a total figure of 13 million species, out of which only 13% had been scientifically described.
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Besides remaining scientific uncertainties, the authors came to the conclusion that a major
part of biodiversity conservation must involve local communities and take place outside of
nature reserves and protected areas. The contribution of small-scale farming and indige-
nous agricultural practices had been recognized for its contribution to sustainable food
production, agrobiodiversity conservation, sustainable use and the protection of biodiver-
sity. The GBA has also pointed to the economic and societal consequences of transforming
global biogeochemical cycles and the reduction of biomass worldwide. Compared to the
regular assessments on climate change, the GBA has not had the effect which was expected
by many scientists. It was criticized for not being relevant to policy-makers and giving the
impression of a textbook on biology (Vadrot 2016). Compared to IPCC reports, the GBA
did not rely on modelling exercises (Guay 2002: 225), which may be another reason why
the CBD and its SBSTTA had been reluctant to systematically use or endorse the GBA
(LePrestre 2002: 106).

Ten years later, in 2005, the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (MA) was published, receiv-
ing far more attention than the GBA. The MA was intended to be policy relevant, which is
exemplified by the fact that it was launched on the World Environment Day of the United
Nations by UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan in 2001. A simplified version of the IPCC pro-
cedure was used to conduct, structure and organize the work of more than 1500 scientists
representing 95 countries. The MA cost more than 24 million US dollars and was financed by
a number of international organizations and private donors. The assessment, as such, was
organized in five chapters addressing the link between ecosystems and human well-being
with regard to five different areas: biodiversity, desertification, opportunities and challenges
for business and industry, wetlands and water, and health. One important aim of the MA was
to analyze and, as much as possible, quantify the importance of ecosystems to human
well-being. On this basis, better decisions regarding the sustainable use and management of
ecosystem services — a concept central to the MA — were expected. The MA differentiates
between different ecosystem services, including provision services (e.g. water and food),
regulatory services (pollination and water regulation), cultural services (e.g. aesthetics and
recreation) and services required for the production of all other services (MA 2005).

The question, which has been preoccupying scientists particularly after the publication
of the MA, is how to move non-traditional resources that are unbound from material
essences through global circuits of finance commodities and credit (e.g. Banzhaf 2005).
Whilst it has been said that related efforts remain within the intention to develop commu-
nication metaphors (intending to design environmental management programmes), more
and more efforts are being made to develop models and markets for environmental or
ecosystem services (e.g. Gomes-Baggethun and Ruiz-Perez 2017). One expected benefit of
valuing ecosystem services and related policy instruments, such as “Payment for ecosystem
services” (PES), is that they could provide a framework within which trade-offs between
different political priorities could be solved on the basis of numbers and balances. This
trend is, however, not new and reflects, in part, long-standing debates among conservation
scientists and ecologists on the usefulness and feasibility of measuring the monetary value
of nature.

More recently, the Intergovernmental Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES),
established as an “IPCC for Biodiversity” in 2012, published its first thematic assessment,
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concluding that the annual market value directly attributable to animal pollination
worldwide ranges between 235 billion and 577 billion US dollars (Hrabranski and
Pesche, 2016, p. 8). IPBES draws on the concept of ecosystem services and has been criticized
for reproducing a narrow understanding of nature and the kinds of knowledge required to
represent and study biodiversity (Vadrot 2014).

Between ecosystem services and Mother Earth: diverse
knowledge forms

Tensions over the concept of ecosystem services are inherent in, as well as characteristic
for, past and present disputes among ecologists and conservationists over the strategic use
of “money talk”, which has gained so much momentum over the last decade (Blanchard
et al. 2016, 122).

While so called ‘market-based instruments’ (MBIs) such as ecotourism, taxation and
subsidies have existed in conservation practice for quite some time, new instruments
such as payments for ecosystem services (PES), biodiversity derivatives and offsets,"
and mitigation banking have recently become more widespread.

(ibid. 112)

“Biodiversity and ecosystem services” became a new buzzword used by a diverse range of
scholars with different ontological, institutional and normative positions, and literature
where “ecosystem services” and “biodiversity” are simultaneously used seemed to have
exploded (Vadrot 2018).

A similar increase in significance of the ecosystem services approach is visible in litera-
ture addressing the neoliberalization of nature, whereat neoliberalism is understood as “a
complex and variable assemblage of ideologies, institutions, discourses, actors, and related
practices that seek to broaden and deepen processes of financialisation, privatization, mar-
ketisation, decentralisation, and/or commodification in society” (Holmes and Cavanagh
2016: 201). Hence, the incorporation of values of biodiversity into decision-making using
economic methods is both “rapidly gaining momentum — as well as opposition” (Seddon
etal. 2016: 1).

At the same time, and as the Conceptual Framework (CF) of the IPBES suggests, diverse
knowledge forms and the recognition of non-monetary values of nature are increasing in
importance. Studies interested in the role of science and expertise within intergovernmen-
tal negotiation settings illustrate how scientific concepts, numbers and new terminologies
are contested by governments through influencing final negotiated texts (Hughes, 2015;
Sending, 2015). Whilst references to “scientific, technical and legal knowledges” were pre-
dominantly made by government representatives of the Global North, southern countries
increasingly contest “northern” positions by making their own claims related to science,
data and technology (Scott et al. 2014). Examples from my own research also demonstrate
that countries from the Global South contest the authority and legitimacy of scientific
knowledge by making their own knowledge claims and introducing concepts such as
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“Pachamama” and “Buen Vivir” (Vadrot 2014). At the same time, concepts increasing the
legitimacy of non-scientific knowledge (e.g. biocultural diversity) are rejected, specifically
by the United States, who question their saliency and credibility (Hughes and Vadrot forth-
coming). Many researchers have identified a shift in the politics of knowledge in the field of
biodiversity politics towards an increased competition between different knowledge forms
and methodologies (Scott et al. 2014, Vadrot 2014). The concepts of “Buen vivir” and of
“Mother Earth” are increasingly recognized as ways of approaching and assessing nature.
This is the result of several attempts by countries from the Global South, particularly
Bolivia and other Latin American countries, to oppose hegemonic views on nature and
related scientific concepts and narratives reproducing the valorization paradigm of the
1980s (Vadrot 2014, Borie and Hulme 2015).

Biodiversity big data and the emergence of
“essential biodiversity variables”

Another issue has been gaining importance: biodiversity big data. The systematic coordin-
ation and management of biodiversity data corresponds to several questions: How can the
implementation of the CBD in individual countries be monitored and compared? How can
policy options be formulated against the background of partial data? How can the diversity
of existing types of data be combined and turned into suitable policy instruments? And,
how can scenarios for predicting the future of biodiversity and the impact of policy meas-
ures be supported by robust data? Such questions have existed for a while but only recently
increased in significance after the IPBES was established with the mandate to produce
global biodiversity assessments.

Furthermore, new technologies enable the collection and storage of vast amounts of
different types of data and their integration (Bowker 2000). Examples include the integra-
tion of data stemming from satellites, drones, robots and citizen science into more trad-
itional data sets. This development has anticipated the constitution of new scientific
disciplines such as “biodiversity informatics” or “bioinformatics”. Linking field observa-
tions to remote sensing and increasing efforts in streamlining, integrating and dissemi-
nating biodiversity data are expected to contribute to tackling uncertainty and, more
specifically, overcoming the taxonomic impediment “by liberating the taxonomic scientists
from the clerical labour of locating comparative materials, both specimens and literature”
(Hardisty and Roberts 2013: 8). Emerging scientific and technological issues are also visible
in the global politics of environmental data orchestrated by the Intergovernmental Group on
Earth Observations (GEQO), established in 2005.

In 2008, GEO launched the idea of a Global Earth Observation System of System (GEOSS),
which connects a multiplicity of actors involved in prediction. In the same year, the Global
Biodiversity Observation Network (GEO-BON), a flagship project of GEO, was formed by
actors involved in the GBA, the MA, IPBES, NASA, ESA and other relevant scientific organ-
izations and networks. The CBD became a member of GEO-BON and a representative of
its SBSTTA participates in its meetings. Efforts to further develop and harmonize related
methodologies, datasets and indicators by “the data and scenarios communities” and
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GEO-BON are conceived as contributions to the challenges of the CBD in monitoring the
implementation of its strategic goals (Pereira et al. 2010; 2013). In 2011, the CBD requested
the development of Essential Biodiversity Variables (EBV), which were introduced in 2013 by
people involved in GEO-BON as a way to address uncertainties in relation to biodiversity
loss and the use of scenarios (Pettorelli et al. 2016).

In recent years, EBVs have been further developed and the concept of satellite remote
sensing essential biodiversity variables framed (e.g. Pettorelli et al. 2016). In parallel, an IPBES
expert group worked on the first methodological assessment of the platform, focussing on
models and scenarios for biodiversity and ecosystem services. In February 2016, the
Summary for Policy Makers (SPM) of the methodological assessment was approved by the
members of the platform. The assessment identifies “large gaps in the availability of
data for constructing and testing scenarios and models, and significant barriers to data
sharing [. . .]” (Hrabranski and Pesche, 2016). Subsequently, COP 13 of the CBD invited
governments, scientific communities and other stakeholders “[...] to contribute to the
further development of scenarios and models”. At the same time, controversies over the
scientific credibility of the sixth mass extinction intensified after Ceballos et al. (2015)
published their paper on Accelerated modern human—induced species losses. Besides all global
political and scientific efforts described earlier, the elephant in the room remains the
question how to scientifically underpin the loss of biodiversity and measure its effects.

Conclusion

In the first section of this chapter, I described the emergence of biodiversity as a scientific
object and a global concern. Biodiversity emerged in relation to new scientific findings and
three different conceptions of how biodiversity is linked to economic development. I argued
that the global political economy of biodiversity is closely tied to scientific discoveries, new
emerging industries, shifting understandings of intellectual property rights, state sover-
eignty over particular aspects of biological diversity and related challenges and conflicts
between different groups of actors, including nation states, local communities and different
groups of scientists. Section 2 examined the parallel development of an international land-
scape of multilateral environmental agreements and related negotiation settings, which
have been created, designed and strategically used by nation states to govern biodiversity at
a global scale and within the United Nations framework. The seven biodiversity related
conventions were described and the CBD, as the most relevant biodiversity convention,
examined in more detail.

The triple objective of the CBD, addressing the protection, use and equitable sharing of
benefits related to biodiversity, continues to nourish conflicts between the Global North
and the Global South over the just distribution of the costs and benefits related to the con-
servation and use of biological diversity. The establishment of two protocols to the CBD
addressing biosafety and ABS have not resolved the tensions in place and are a testimony of
persistent patterns on how the political economy of biodiversity has been structuring the
relationship between modern societies and their natural environment: in terms of com-
modification, marketization and financialization of diverse aspects of nature under the



Endangered species 221

umbrella of local development, poverty eradication and scientific evidence on how to bet-
ter understand and solve trade-offs between biodiversity conservation and use. The current
trend of “international for profit biodiversity conservation” is visible in both global environ-
mental politics and in the way in which conservationists frame and communicate their
research inter alia by relying on the market-environmentalist rhetoric and discursive succes-
sors of “selling nature to save it” of the late 1980s.

However, this does neither mean that a diffusion in terms of investments and “big big
money” for conservation can be observed nor that this trend is uncontested. It has been
possible for diverse knowledge systems, including indigenous knowledge, and alternative
views on the value of nature (e.g. Mother Earth) to enter the international scene. But, sci-
entific concepts developed to monitor the implementation of the CBD, such as the concept
of “essential biodiversity variables” favour particular scientific theories, methods and con-
cepts over others. They enable the strategic use of scientific knowledge but also contribute
to the maintenance of “selling nature to save it”, which remains the main conflict point in
the politics of conservation today.

Notes

1 In conservation biology, individual (charismatic) species are understood as flagship species,
umbrella, keystone, or indicator. Conserving one species goes hand in hand with conservation
efforts related to the habitat, where the species lives, as a whole (e.g. Simberloft 1998).

2 www.iucnredlist.org

3 e.g. Area of occupancy estimated to be less than 500 km? (criteria B), population size estimated
to number fewer than 250 mature individuals (Criteria D) (IUCN 2012, 18ff).

4 www.iucn.org/ content/facts-and-figures-biodiversity

5 www.napralert.org/

6 From today’s perspective, the interest of the pharmaceutical industry in plant resources in the
Global South and in bioprospecting can be described as relatively low (Boisvert and Vivien 2005)

7 'The Brazilian Government is still one of the most protective states and highly regulates access to
research sites in the tropics, even if it concerns Brazilian researchers working for Brazilian
research institutions.

8 Norton distinguishes between direct and indirect commodity values as some products might be
copies of the original one. A typical example is the synthetic reproduction of biologically evolved
chemicals, i.e. the production of pharmaceuticals. Norton provides another typical example:
. . .Jalligators have potential value in the manufacture of shoes, but they may also have indirect
commodity value if it turns out that vinyl shoes stamped in an alligator pattern sell for more than
plain vinyl shoes” (Norton 1988: 201).

9 The Millennium Ecosystem Assessment’s classification of ecosystem services contains four cat-
egories: provision services (e.g. water and food), regulatory services (pollination and water regu-
lation), cultural services (e.g. aesthetics and recreation) and services required for the production
of all other services (MA 2005).

10 DIVERSITAS was merged into Future Earth.

11 www.cbd.int/doc/?meeting=BRCWS-2016-01

12 For other biodiversity related conventions see the following chapters of this book: Chapter 7 for
the UNFCCC, Chapter 13 for forest related aspects, Chapter 13 for forests and Chapter 9
for issues related to technology.

13 www.cbd.int/history/


http://www.iucn.org/
http://www.cbd.int/
http://www.iucnredlist.org
http://www.napralert.org/
http://www.cbd.int/

222 Alice B. M. Vadrot

14 Biodiversity offsetting “seeks to compensate for losses to biodiversity in one place (and at one
time) by creating equivalent gains elsewhere” (Apostolopoulou and Adams 2017: 23).
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The global politics 12
of food system
sustainability

Wendy Godek

Introduction

The importance of enhancing the sustainability of food systems' is an issue that continues
to be on the top of global agendas. This is attributed to the deepening of multiple environ-
mental, social, and economic challenges that have compromised the ability of food systems
to ensure food security, or when “all people, at all times, have physical, social and economic
access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food that meets their dietary needs and food prefer-
ences for an active and healthy life for all” (FAO 1996). While hunger has declined over the
last decade, global food insecurity continues to be a significant problem, with an estimated
795 million hungry people worldwide (FAO 2015) or about 11% of the world population,
most of whom live in poverty in the Global South. One of the biggest food security myths
is that there is not enough food to feed the world’s population. On the contrary, current
production supersedes demand, pointing to the fact that current hunger is not the conse-
quence of food scarcity, but rather political in nature and a question of access. However, the
question remains as to whether current production levels can be sustained and increased
over the long-term given projected population growth in coming years (more mouths to
feed) and the myriad of challenges to food security — including population demographics
(growth, aging, and urbanization), economic inequality, increasing concentration of power
over different food system components among fewer stakeholders, and, perhaps most
pressing, environmental degradation and climate change (FAO 2017a).

Given the challenges mentioned above, among others, the global community is largely
in agreement about the need for sustainability in food systems; however, the point of con-
tention lies in how to achieve sustainability. There are clear divergences in the ideas, beliefs,
and approaches of different food system stakeholders on how to accomplish this. The aim
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of the present chapter is to explore these perspectives in an effort to map out the global
politics of food system sustainability, paying particular attention to the environmental
dimensions of this debate. The discussion begins with an overview of the evolution of
contemporary food systems followed by an overview of the major recent debates over how
to achieve food system sustainability. The chapter continues with a discussion of critical
environmental issues related to food system sustainability, including a discussion of the
politics of seeds and also of food security and climate change. The chapter ends with some
remarks on the future of food system sustainability.

A brief history of the evolution of contemporary
food systems

Historically, the nature of food systems has always been shaped by socio-cultural, environ-
mental, economic, and political factors, as well as technological advances. However, over
the last 200 years, industrialization has, by far, produced the most dramatic changes in the
nature of food systems. Europe and the United States were the first regions to industrialize
agriculture, backed by new scientific methods and chemical and mechanical advances that
revolutionized the agrarian sector. Characteristics of this period of food system growth
were territorial expansion, largely carried out through colonialism, cheap labor, and trade
openness (Friedmann 2005). Food and agricultural goods were increasingly sourced from
farther distances. Agrochemicals, including fertilizers and pesticides, were developed to
increase yields and control for pests and diseases.

Industrial agriculture, however, was not seen as the panacea for all. In the late 1800s,
new movements emerged that challenged ideas about industrialization, and in doing so,
critiqued the techniques and values of modern agriculture (Vogt 2007). In particular, these
groups advocated methods and approaches that were more in synergy with the natural
environment, thus at odds with attempts by modern agriculture to control or manipulate
the environment. As such, two distinct frames emerged — one that was amenable to mod-
ern technology applied to agriculture and food (henceforth, agrifood), referred to as the
“industrial” or “conventional” paradigm, and another that aimed to work with nature to
produce food and other agricultural products, known as the “sustainable” or “alternative”
paradigm (Beus and Dunlap 1990; Dahlberg 1986). At the very heart of the debates
between these two paradigms were differences in opinion over human values and ethics,
human-nature relations, and the use of science and technology in food systems. These are
reflected in the different goals of advocates of each of the paradigms, which are described
in Table 12.1.

In the early 20th century, as a result of World War I and World War II, there was an
increased demand for food in war-torn nations unable to produce their own. This led to
intensified production and agricultural expansion in the United States and elsewhere,
which, coupled with periods of drought, left soils eroded and vulnerable. War also led to
disrupted manufacturing of agricultural inputs. By the end of World War II, there was a
worldwide food shortage. This was a critical moment for the modern food system. Faced
with the challenges created by the World Wars, coupled with several indicators of the



Table 12.1

Group/level involved

Farmers

Agriculture as a sector

National

International

Global
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Goals of conventional
(professed and/or operative)

Family support

Make money/have a high
standard of living

Produce more through special-
ization by crop/commodity
Stewardship of the land

Fight world hunger

Increased production

Stable prices and markets
domestically

Expand foreign markets
Profitable operation
Specialization by commodity
Increased production
Inexpensive food

Foreign exchange and industri-
alization of agriculture and
urbanization

Eliminate of hunger through
trade and aid

Agricultural development
Economic development
Balance between food, popula-
tion, and resources (Western

approach)

Goals held by conventional and alternative groups

Goals of alternative
(professed and/or operative)

Family and community support
Diversified farming
Conservation of energy, soil,
and local species

Social justice

Have healthy, nutritious food
Sustainable production

More local and regional
markets (formal and informal)
More small farms

Farm and regional diversity
Have nutritious/healthy food
Rural revival and decentraliza-
tion

Elimination of hunger through
local production

Rural and ecodevelopment
Cultural development
Balance between food,
population, and resources
(recessive Western approach
plus non-Western)
Conservation of genetic and
biological diversity

Adapted from: Dahlberg (1986).

ecological limits of aggressive agricultural intensification, actions were taken by the inter-
national community.

The dominant response to the food shortage crisis in the post-World War II period by
governments, agrifood research organizations, agribusiness and agrochemical industries,
and international organizations was the strengthening of the industrial paradigm to meet
the challenge of food shortages. The strategy of this group of powerful actors was to
increase the global food supply through further industrialization while adopting nationalist
agricultural policies. The United States was at the center of this constellation of powerful
actors and adopted policies to protect its domestic markets while at the same time gener-
ously subsidizing agricultural exports, a pattern that was replicated by other nations
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(Friedmann 2005). Developing countries, unable to compete with the cheap prices of food
imports, especially grains, became dependent on often non-traditional food imports (like
wheat) (Friedmann and McMichael 1989).

A key pillar of the post-World War II food regime was the deepening of scientific
advances in chemical fertilizers and pesticides, seed breeding and hybridization, and mech-
anized labor, coupled with practices such as monocultures to scale agriculture and produce
ever greater supplies of food. In the 1950s and 1960s, this approach began to be applied to
developing countries in what was termed the “Green Revolution,” guided by notable scien-
tists such as the Nobel Peace Prize Winner, Norman Borlaug, and agricultural research
institutes that would later become integrated into a global umbrella organization, the
Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research (CGIAR). Research initiatives
were largely funded by powerful foundations and had strong links to the private sector,
especially chemical companies. For example, Norman Borlaug was a scientist with DuPont
Chemical when he was hired by the Rockefeller Foundation to work on agriculture in
developing countries.

Meanwhile, a small group of relatively unknown agricultural researchers and farmers
began to veer in a different direction. Concerned about the changes in soil fertility and
erosion that they linked to the use of agrochemicals, this group began to develop and advo-
cate farming practices that worked to recycle waste products back into soils to improve
fertility — a foundational principle of organic agriculture (Heckman 2006). Influenced by
the late 19th century movements mentioned above and sustainable techniques used in
Asian farming cultures for centuries, early pioneers of organic agriculture in Europe and
the United States developed what became known as “biological agriculture” in the 1960s
(Vogt 2007). They strongly rejected the dependence on chemical inputs, mechanized labor,
and monocultures characteristic of the productivist approach to agriculture, a cornerstone
of the industrial paradigm. Also embedded in their discourses were strong opinions about
human-nature relations and the connections between environmental and human health.

In the decades that followed, both the industrial and alternative food paradigms con-
tinued to evolve and were shaped by important developments. In particular, the publication
of Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring in 1962 led to intense questioning of the use of agrochemi-
cals and their effect on the environment. This conversation deepened in the early 1970s with
the consolidating of the environmental movement and the publication of the famous 1972
report by the Club of Rome, Limits to Growth, which raised the issue of long-term sustain-
ability given the current nature and trajectory of growth at that time (see also Chapter 1 by
John Vogler). It was during this turbulent decade of the 1970s that the effects of the Green
Revolution were also increasingly scrutinized by scholars and international institutions con-
cerned with the effects of the approach on the social and economic well-being of, especially,
smaller farmers who were unable to compete with farmers implementing Green Revolution
techniques, as well as the ecological effects of industrialized agriculture (Pearse 1980). Given
these grievances and spurred by the environmental movement, alternative approaches to
agriculture were gaining momentum. Attesting to the strengthening of this paradigm was,
for example, the founding of the International Federation of Organic Agriculture Move-
ments IFOAM) in 1972, which grew to include 50 member organizations from 17 countries
by 1975 and continued to expand from there (Geier 2007, p. 178).
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These developments have to be viewed against the backdrop of the World Food Crisis of
the early 1970s and the beginning of the end of the state-led development model that had
characterized the post-World War II period, including the accompanying post-war food
regime. The cause of the crisis can be traced to four converging factors: first, growing
dependence of Global South nations on food imports while prices for traditional colonial
exports (e.g., tropical oils and sweeteners) plunged; second, corporate agriculture’s takeover
of commodity chains that pushed family farmers out and limited their political representa-
tion; third, the limitations posed by protectionism for the growth of corporate agriculture,
thus leading to initiatives to liberalize agricultural trade; and finally, after years of embargo
between the capitalist and communist world, the famous grain deals between the Soviet
Union and the United States during the period of détente that resulted in creating grain
scarcity in world markets, driving up grain prices and creating a global food crises that
occurred in parallel to the Oil Crisis (Friedmann 2005, p. 244). In 1974, the United Nations
convened the World Food Conference at which the concept of “food security” was intro-
duced and food supply was identified as the culprit behind the food crisis, even though the
cause of the crisis was far more complex. Rather than address the underlying causes of the
crisis, the solution was to increase the food supply and loan “petrodollars” to countries with
food insecurity so that they could buy food, echoing the onslaught of neoliberalism dis-
cussed in Chapter 3 by Thomas Hickmann and Markus Lederer.

The 1980s and 1990s ushered in a new period as a result of several interconnected devel-
opments that directly implicated agrifood systems. First, there were important changes in
the international political economy. Neoliberalism and market-led development emerged
in the 1980s as the favored economic development model, reflected in the trade policies of
the United States and other powerful nations as well as in the “Washington Consensus”
policies that guided the restructuring of crisis-ridden nations in the developing world.
A cornerstone of this approach was trade liberalization, and the General Agreement on
Trade and Tariffs (GAT'T) was the vehicle for the negotiation of trade liberalization. Agri-
culture had generally been treated as a “special case” in GAT'T negotiations, as member
nations did not agree on its liberalization (McCalla 1993). But this changed in the Uruguay
Round of GATT talks, which spanned from 1986 to 1995. The United States, which had
been in favor of eliminating protectionism in agricultural markets, called for this round of
trade talks and the issue of trade reform in agriculture was at the top of the agenda (McCalla
1993). Besides the founding of the World Trade Organization (WTO), which was created in
1996, other outcomes of the Uruguay Round included a series of new agreements that
specifically pertained to food agriculture, such as the Agreement on Trade-Related Aspects
of Intellectual Property (TRIPS), the Agreement on the Application of Sanitary and
Phytosanitary Measures (SPS), and the Agreement on Agriculture (AoA), which served as
the initial move towards the liberalization of agrifood markets. Despite opposition to these
agreements by civil society group and farmer organizations due to concerns for small and
medium farmers and the privatization of agricultural technology (including the patenting
of life) proposed by TRIPS, these agreements went into effect in 1996. In addition to the
liberalization of trade under the neoliberal approach was the increased liberalization of
financial markets and agriculture was not immune to this. By the early 1990s, Goldman
Sachs opened up a commodities trading index that included food commodities (Patel 2012).
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Restrictions on the trade of agricultural futures were reduced (Ghosh 2010; Patel 2012). All
of this illustrated the onset of the financialization of food and agriculture in this period
(see, for example, Clapp and Helleiner 2012).

Second, bearing in mind the rising power of transnational corporations (TNCs) in the
agrifood sector over the previous decades, the shift towards market-centered growth gave
greater leverage to these firms. The ease with which TNCs could proceed in a global envi-
ronment characterized by freer trade and fewer regulations allowed for the restructuring of
global agrifood supply chains through both vertical (increased control over all aspects of
the supply chain) and horizontal integration (increasing the size of TNCs through mergers
and acquisitions) across nations, thereby concentrating ownership, resources, and power
into the hands of fewer TNCs (Heffernan 1998). Referred to by some as the “globalization”
of the food system (e.g., Heffernan and Constance 1994), this process occurred across
various sectors, including production and retail sectors. Concerning production, a signifi-
cant development was that the life sciences industry became more integrated. With
strengthened regulations on intellectual property rights as a result of TRIPS, pharmaceutical
and chemical companies began to invest more in developing agricultural biotechnology,
particularly genetically-modified seeds, and selling and marketing their product, thus inte-
grating the research and development (R&D), seed production, and seed marketing
components of supply chains (Murphy 2008; Williams 2009). With regard to the retail sec-
tor, as Clapp and Fuchs (2009, p. 5) point out, the deregulation of foreign direct investment
(FDI) has enabled the global expansion of supermarket retailers (e.g., Walmart) and other
food retailers (e.g., Starbucks, McDonalds, etc.) in the Global South (see also Reardon et al.
2003). This often occurred through the purchasing of local or national outlets or chains,
thereby reducing competition and concentrating power and ownership over the sector. The
effects of this process for small and medium-sized farmers, food processors, and retailers
was to drive them out of business as they were unable to compete with TNCs (Murphy
2008).

Amidst the Uruguay Round negotiations and growing corporatization of the agrifood
sector, a third development was underway, which was the heightened importance of the
natural environment and issues of sustainability. The Brundtland Report paved the way for
the Rio Earth Summit in 1992, when heads of state convened to adopt a set of agreements
to deepen commitments to sustainable development, called on the United Nations to
create a Commission on Sustainable Development, and opened up two important binding
conventions, the United Nations Framework on Climate Change and the Convention on
Biodiversity, for signatures. It is important to highlight the presence of over 2,000 global
civil society organizations at the Rio Conference, thus reinforcing a growing trend in this
period towards enhanced calls for governance from below. All of this served to reorient the
discourse around development to not only consider economic factors but also social and
environmental dimensions. Moreover, it underscored tensions that were emerging more
forcefully in the 1990s between civil society movements, which were advocating for sustain-
ability and human rights, and the dominant market-based approach, which was closing
spaces for democratic participation in governance and policy making via international
trade agreements that required states to relinquish their sovereignty over certain aspects of
the economy.
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The final development was the re-emergence of the issue of food security on the global
agenda in response to rising rates of food insecurity in the mid-1990s after almost two
decades of improved worldwide indices of hunger and malnourishment (FAO 2006). The
renewed importance of food security was particularly evident by the convening of the 1996
World Food Summit (WES). It was at this event where tensions between civil society activ-
ists and nations and institutions promoting market-led growth resurfaced again. Heads of
state from some 185 countries and the European Community convened to address the
protracted crisis of worldwide hunger and malnutrition, and a parallel NGO Forum on
Food Security was held with the participation of over 800 organizations from 80 countries,
representing both established nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and grassroots
“people’s” organizations (McKeon 2010, p. 23). The outcomes of the 1996 WSF were two
main documents, the Rome Declaration on World Food Security and the World Food
Summit Plan of Action, in which nations committed to trade-based approaches to achiev-
ing food security, building on the reorientation in the approach to dealing with food insecu-
rity that emerged during the Uruguay Round at the behest of the United States (McMichael
2005, p. 277).

The results of the WFS highlighted two important developments with respect to
food security: First, the discourse of food security had become multidimensional, repre-
senting a shift from a primary focus on food supply, access to food, and nutrition to
broader issues and debates over food system sustainability, the effects of trade liberaliza-
tion, intellectual property rights, the right to food, and the global governance of food.
Second, there were profoundly different visions of how to achieve food security and
guarantee the right to food. In the NGO Forum’s Final Statement (1996), civil society
organizations widely contested the trade-based approach to food security, the industrial
agrifood paradigm, and intellectual property rights, among other issues, as contributing
towards environmental degradation, food insecurity, and impoverishment of agriculturally-
dependent family farmers and rural people. Instead, they offered a set of measures to
implement a new approach that put human rights, agroecological production, and cit-
izen participation and democracy at the center of its model, citing the need for food
sovereignty, a new term introduced by the transnational peasant movement, La Via
Campesina, to ensure that states have the ability to make decisions about their own food
security without the interference of market forces (NGO Forum to the World Food
Summit 1996; McKeon 2010).

Thus, given the developments outlined above, the nature of food systems was cat-
egorically different by the mid-1990s. While challenges like hunger and ecological lim-
itations that were noted in the early 1900s were not resolved — and had rather become
even more serious — different ways of addressing these problems emerged in response
to the application of advances in science and technology and changes to the broader
political economy. The two paradigms that had emerged in the late 1800s, the indus-
trial paradigm and the alternative paradigm, evolved substantially in response to
changes during the post-World War II period, but each transformed in a unique way
and each offered its own recipe for fostering food system sustainability amidst the
emerging complexities and contradictions that characterize food systems in the early
21st century.
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Twenty-first century approaches to achieving food system
sustainability

By the end of the 20th century, sustainability had become the buzzword in discussions
about agrifood systems and international development more broadly. Moving into the 21st
century, agrifood systems were characterized by a unique set of conditions, including
growing uncertainty of the effects of climate change, natural resource degradation and
depletion, projected population increases, and the expansion of Western patterns of con-
sumption to the Global South via the globalization of the agrifood trade (Lang 2010).
In particular, this last factor resulted in new challenges, like increased waste from packaging
and transport, higher demand for processed foods, and growing public health concerns
resulting from increased rates of obesity and other nutrition-related, non-communicable
diseases (Young 2004). There was a growing consensus that measures had to be taken to
ensure the sustainability of agrifood systems. It was also increasingly acknowledged and
accepted — even by its own supporters — that the Green Revolution model had substantially
contributed to environmental degradation and pollution, and thus new measures to
increase productivity would be needed to foster environmental sustainability (Conway
1997; IFPRI 2002).

Despite agreeing on the need for food system sustainability, agrifood system actors were
divided over how to achieve it. Influenced by the developments of the 1980s and 1990s
outlined above, the industrial and alternative agrifood paradigms that had characterized
most of the 20th century began to shift. On the one hand, the industrial paradigm trans-
formed in response to the weaknesses of the Green Revolution model and the rise and
promise of biotechnology, which was cited by advocates as being a more environmentally
sustainable solution for intensifying agricultural production. Often called the “Doubly
Green Revolution” (Conway 1997) or the “Second Green Revolution” (Lynch 2007), this
post-productivist industrial approach sought to mediate the ecological woes of the Green
Revolution by applying biotechnology to engineer varieties that are adapted to a variety of
climactic conditions (e.g., drought resistant), display certain traits that are desirable to
retailers and consumers (e.g., longer shelf life), and require less agricultural inputs (e.g.,
pesticides or fertilizers), thus having less negative environmental impact. Unlike the pro-
ductivist approaches of the post-WWII period that were state-centric, the post-productivist
industrial approach was guided by neoliberal principles, with intellectual property rights
protections for the biotechnology industry and promotion of market-based food security
solutions that emphasize trade and linking farmers to markets. Proponents of this frame
initially included many of the same advocates of the Green Revolution, including govern-
ments, especially the United States; international agricultural research organizations,
including the CGIAR; leading agricultural research universities; international development
organizations; powerful philanthropists, particularly the Gates Foundation and Rockefeller
Foundation (the latter of which had played a key role in the first Green Revolution); and
large agribusinesses and — the newest set of players — life sciences corporations, like
Monsanto, Syngenta, and others.

On the other hand, the alternative agrifood paradigm deepened in response to strong
concerns over ecological health, biotechnology, and corporate dominance over food.
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It remained predicated on organic agriculture techniques, especially and increasingly agro-
ecology, which sought as a scientific practice to use ecological concepts and principles to
design sustainable agriculture systems (Altieri 1995). The alternative paradigm was gener-
ally opposed to the globalization of agrifood systems in favor of more locally-based systems.
The notion of “food democracy” and the desire for transparency about how food is grown
and processed became an important part of this paradigm. Advocates of food democracy
saw the marketization/ corporatization of food and agriculture as having compromised the
democratic, bottom-up control over agrifood systems and their components and outputs.
They looked to national and international public policy and states and international govern-
ance institutions to offer solutions to grievances caused by the productivist/ post-productivist
industrial paradigms. The major actors supporting this frame included social movements
focused on food and agriculture (known as “food movements”), including the food sover-
eignty, organic agriculture, fair trade, Slow Food, and agroecology movements; nongov-
ernment and civil society organizations; academics and researchers; and some local and
national governments.

Political support for the alternative paradigm was weak in the early 2000s (Lang and
Heasman 2004); however, this began to change by the early 2010s following two important
events that further influenced agrifood systems discourses. The first of these was the global
food price crisis of 2007-2010. The crisis began with moderately rising food prices in 2006
and then intensified with the rapid price increases throughout 2007 to mid-2008. Prices
began to lower after this point, but still remained high into 2009. The FAO (2010, p. 9) esti-
mated that, in the period 2007-2009, the number of undernourished people in the world
rose by 175 million, or almost 25%, with the crisis disproportionately affecting the rural and
urban poor who spend a greater percentage of their income on food. The causes of the
crisis were determined to be the result of multiple factors creating something of a “perfect
storm.” One of the most significant of these was increased financial investment via specu-
lation in food commodity futures in 2007 and 2008, which was directly linked to broader
financial dynamics leading to the Global Financial Crisis in 2008. As Ghosh (2010, p. 78)
explained

As the global financial system became fragile with the continuing implosion of the
US housing finance market, large investors, especially institutional investors such as
hedge funds and pension funds and even banks, searched for other avenues of invest-
ment to find new sources of profit.

The end result of food commodities speculation was extreme fluctuation in the price of
food.

While speculation certainly did drive prices up, it was not the sole cause of higher prices.
Another factor was the increasing costs of agricultural production, which was attributable
to several factors: decreasing public investment in agriculture and agricultural research over
the previous several decades (which led to falling agricultural efficiency and productivity)
and rising oil prices in 2007 and 2008. The increase in oil prices created another dynamic
that contributed to the food price crisis: new policies introduced in the European Union
and the United States in the early 2000s to diversify the energy sector and invest in biofuels.



236 Wendy Godek

These policies were particularly important in the United States, where a significant propor-
tion of corn production — upwards of 30% in 2007 — previously intended for food was
diverted for agrofuel/ethanol production (Ghosh 2010, p. 73). A final factor that some ana-
lysts have noted is the changing demand for food with the rise in economic power of coun-
tries like China and India, and particularly demand for livestock products, which are
dependent on cereal and oilseed supply for animal feed (FAO 2009). Unlike previous food
crises, several features of the food price crisis made it historically unique: first, unlike the
World Food Crisis in the early 1970s, the cause of the crisis was demand oriented and not a
result of insufficient supply; second, nearly all major food and feed commodities rose in
price with the potential of remaining high in price for the long-term; and, third, inflated
prices were coupled with high price volatility of cereals and oilseeds (FAO 2009).

Against the background of the unfolding food crisis, the second event, the International
Assessment of Agricultural Knowledge, Science and Technology for Development
(IAASTD) Global Report, was published in 2008. The IAASTD process was initiated by the
FAO and the World Bank in 2004 with the purpose of “assess[ing] the impacts of past, pres-
ent and future agricultural knowledge, science and technology on the reduction of hunger
and poverty, improvement of rural livelihoods and human health, and equitable, socially,
environmentally, and economically sustainable development” (McIntyre et al. 2008, p. vi).
The report was the product of a four-year, multi-stakeholder consultation process with
hundreds of participants from different agrifood sectors, and the report was written by 400
experts nominated by governments, NGOs, producer and consumer groups, private sector
organizations, and international organizations. In essence, it was a strategy for reshaping
agricultural research. At the center of the IAASTD’s analysis was the recognition that agri-
culture is multifunctional, meaning that “agriculture is a multi-output activity producing
not only commodities (food, feed, fibers, agrofuels, medicinal products and ornamentals,
but also non-commodity outputs such as environmental services [the activities or processes
that nature provides to sustain life], landscape amenities and cultural heritage,” with the
term used by IAASTD to “express the inescapable interconnectedness of agriculture’s dif-
ferent roles and functions” (Mclntyre et al. 2008, p. 4).

The IAASTD thus took a much more comprehensive and integrated approach to under-
standing the crisis of food systems, food security, and rural development. The recom-
mendations broadly emphasized enhancing rural livelihoods; promoting equity and
empowerment of marginalized stakeholders; acknowledging the value of local and formal
knowledge; achieving food security while strengthening environmental sustainability;
increasing investment in public goods and multi-stakeholder partnerships to foster and
share knowledge; taking more participatory approaches to introducing innovations and new
technology, including biotechnology; and adopting reforms to make markets and inter-
national trade more just. The report called for a new role for agricultural knowledge, sci-
ence, and technology in development that reflected a “shared approach to sustainability” to
replace the former approach under the Green Revolution that namely functioned with
expert-led innovation and state-led implementation of agricultural technology designed to
increase productivity while externalizing environmental costs (McIntyre et al. 2008, p. 3).
In short, the report stated, “Business as usual is no longer an option” (McIntyre et al. 2008,
p. 3), and a paradigm shift away from the productivist industrial model was necessary.
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The findings of the study were unsurprisingly controversial. The report squarely ques-
tioned core elements of the productivist and post-productivist industrial approaches to
food and agriculture. Among the most controversial points made by the IAASTD was its
cautious take on biotechnology, which pointed out a lack of consensus on productivity
gains of genetically-modified varieties as well as concerns over the impact of privatizing
knowledge via patents on genetically-modified organisms (GMOs) and the negative impli-
cations this can have for local farmers and food systems (see below). Ultimately, two prom-
inent life sciences companies, Syngenta and Monsanto, withdrew from the IAASTD process
in its final days and the United States, Canada, and Australia ultimately did not sign the
report, expressing that a number of claims in the report required further analysis, especially
concerning biotechnology. Many international research and development institutions were
reluctant to engage with the IAASTD due to the contentious findings of the report, notably
the prominent global actors that were behind the assessment like the FAO, the World Bank,
and the CGIAR centers. On the other hand, some supporters of the alternative agrifood
paradigm did not believe the IAASTD went far enough. While the need for fairer trade was
included in the recommendations, the emphasis on market solutions was prominent
enough in the report that it attracted the attention of critics for not going far enough to
critique the neoliberal, market-based approach that served to create impediments to food
security and food system sustainability.

The shifts in the alternative and industrial paradigms that had begun in the early 2000s —
the strengthening of the alternative paradigm and the reorientation of the industrial
paradigm — deepened after the food price crisis and the release of the IAASTD. On the one
hand, the alternative paradigm found greater legitimacy as a result of these developments:
the food price crisis had illustrated the kinds of risks that market liberalization could give
rise to, while the findings of the IAASTD resonated with major core tenets of the alterna-
tive paradigm, including the multifunctionality of agriculture and the need for environ-
mentally sustainable approaches to production, among others. As a result, political support
for the alternative paradigm has increased in recent years, and especially for agroecology,
food democracy, and the importance of local knowledge. For example, Olivier De Schutter,
who served as the second Special Rapporteur to the Right to Food for the United Nations
from 2008-2014, was a notable and powerful advocate for small-scale farmers, agroecology,
and food democracy. His work continues to be instrumental in bringing these ideas, as well
as the discourse of food sovereignty, to the forefront of global food policy debates as a
framework for achieving the right to food for all (Sage 2014). As mentioned above, the
concept of food sovereignty was introduced at the 1996 World Food Summit, and the
movement gained traction throughout the 2000s attracting the attention and support of a
wide array of civil society organizations, farmer organizations, and academics, among
others. Described by some as an umbrella approach (e.g., Windfuhr and Jonsén 2005), the
food sovereignty approach provides a framework for achieving food security, strengthening
rural livelihoods, and promoting sustainable and equitable development. It has increasingly
become the new face of the alternative paradigm, as it resonates with multiple other move-
ments and ideologies belonging to the alternative paradigm, including those of agroecol-
ogy, fair trade, and environmental justice. Food sovereignty policies were approved in seven
nations by the end of 2009. Its comprehensive rights-based approach to achieving food
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security and ensuring the right to food has become a powerful and sophisticated alternative
to the market-based discourse of the Second Green Revolution.

On the other hand, the industrial paradigm continued to shift, maintaining a fundamen-
tal commitment to market-based development but with a new orientation towards enhanc-
ing productivity, especially among small producers, through “integrated” approaches to
agriculture that were more environmentally sustainable. Such integrated approaches were
predicated on the early discourse of the “Doubly Green Revolution” that argued for the use
of the wide variety of available agricultural production techniques — from biotechnology
to agroecology — in order to ensure productivity and sustainability (Conway 1997). More
recently the FAO has used the term “integrated” to refer to systems that combine crop,
livestock, and/ or tree systems together to foster efficiency, productivity, and environmental
sustainability (FAO 2013). Recent initiatives like the Alliance for a Green Revolution in
Africa (AGRA) and the Global Agriculture and Food Security Program (GAFSP) are hall-
mark examples of the integrated approach in action. AGRA focuses on small farmers and
aims to increase production and strengthen markets to generate economic development
and is funded by a wide variety of private foundations, corporations, international cooper-
ation, and development organizations and banks, and works alongside CGIAR centers and
other university and research partners.” GAFSP is a multilateral initiative with support from
the Group of 20 (G-20) and funded by both private and public sources, established in 2009,
that seeks to meet global food security and poverty reduction targets through different
country projects (Sustainable Development Network 2009). Interestingly, despite their
critique of the findings of the IAASTD, prominent supporters of these market-friendly,
integrated approaches, like the World Bank, FAO, and CGIAR centers, have increasingly
adopted the language of the IAASTD into their work while maintaining loyalty to the neo-
liberal market paradigm (Feldman and Biggs 2012).

In sum, despite growing agreement around the salience of the environment for the
future of food systems, food system actors remain divided about how best to foster sus-
tainable food systems. But the interesting point is the extent to which the industrial, post-
positivist approach has increasingly been appropriating elements of the alternative
approach, either directly or indirectly. This has either occurred through the adoption of
language, like sustainability itself or livelihoods, or the adoption of concepts or practices
but using different names. One example of this is the FAO’s “integrated approach,” which
can be argued to be equivalent to the concept of diversification on farms that has been an
important part of the discourse of the alternative paradigm for years. In recent years, this
appropriation of terms and practices characteristic of the alternative agrifood paradigm
has deepened and will be seen in the discussion that follows of several key issues facing con-
temporary agrifood systems and how the two competing paradigms have approached these
issues.

Critical issues in building sustainable agrifood systems

As Lang (2010) observed, “. . . only sustainable food systems can offer food security” (p. 95).
Building on the common definition of sustainability as posited by the Brundtland Report
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(1987), the High Level Task Force on Global Food and Nutrition (2015b) defined a sustain-
able food system as one that “delivers food and nutrition security for all in such a way that
the economic, social and environmental bases to generate food security and nutrition for
future generations are not compromised” and further recommended that states better
align with five principles, which have since been adopted by the FAO,’ in order to build
sustainable food systems: (1) improve the efficiency of resource use; (2) protect and enhance
the sustainability of natural resources; (3) protect and improve rural livelihoods, equity,
women’s empowerment, and social well-being; (4) enhance people’s communities and
ecosystem resilience; and (5) ensure responsible and effective governance. While these
guiding principles are useful for thinking through the dimensions of sustainable food sys-
tems, there are opposing viewpoints on how to go about implementing them in practice.
Hence, as the discussion in the previous section underscored, it is precisely the means by
which to construct sustainable food systems — meaning the practices and underlying ideol-
ogies that shape these practices — that spurs debate. This section will examine two inter-
related issues concerning food system sustainability — food security and climate change and
the controversial topic of seeds — among agrifood actors to illustrate how different
approaches to constructing sustainable agrifood systems ideologically collide, and in doing
so, demonstrate the depth of political contention that characterizes these debates.

Climate change and food security: agroecology vs.
climate-smart agriculture

Climate change is currently the most pressing environmental issue facing the global com-
munity and it has immense implications for food system sustainability. In a recent report,
the FAO (2016, p. 1) observed that, “The effects of climate change on our ecosystems are
already severe and widespread, and ensuring food security in the face of climate change is
among the most daunting challenges facing humankind” (p. 1). The anticipated impacts of
climate change on food security are extensive and will affect all four dimensions of food
security, which include the availability of food, physical and economic access to food, the
biological utilization of food determined by healthy and adequate food intake and prepara-
tion, and the stability of the first three dimensions over time.*

The FAO (2016) argues that climate change will have “cascading” effects on food secu-
rity.’ In sum, climate change will initially impact agricultural production systems, or agro-
ecosystems, thereby altering existing patterns of global food production. Broadly speaking,
high variability in crop yields owing to the uneven geographic effects of climate variations
and the consequences of these variations on agroecosystems is expected. Two major and
interrelated issues are the impact of pests and diseases on plant crops and animal produc-
tion, which is expected to have a negative impact on production, and a loss of biodiversity
that can disrupt delicate symbiotic relationships between flora and fauna, ultimately affect-
ing the survival of the species most affected by disruptions (FAO 2016). Tropical regions,
where most of the world’s most vulnerable populations reside, are expected to be hit the
hardest by yield changes resulting from climate change (Wheeler and von Braun 2013).
Beyond yields, climate change, and particularly extreme weather events, are also predicted
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to have effects on crop quality and post-harvest processes, such as storage, transport, and
retail of agricultural products, which may lead to both food safety issues and decrease the
availability and access to food due to supply losses and increased prices (Vermeulen et al.
2012). There is a broad consensus that action must be taken to foster sustainable food sys-
tems that are resilient in the face of climate change.

Food systems have substantially contributed to generating greenhouse gases (GHGs).
Vermeulen et al. (2012) calculated the carbon footprint of the food system for the year
2008 and determined that the food system was responsible for between 19-29% of all
GHGs (p. 198). They further explained that, while most of the GHG emissions were attrib-
utable to agricultural production activities, including livestock production, rice produc-
tion, the burning of fields, and deforestation to expand spaces for cultivation, preproduction
activities (e.g., manufacture of synthetic fertilizers and animal feed) and post-production
activities (e.g., food processing, packaging, transportation, refrigeration, and retail activ-
ities) also contributed. For years, advocates of the alternative agrifood paradigm drew
attention to ecological impacts of modern agriculture encompassed by Green Revolution
methods. In particular, critics of modern agriculture have highlighted the issue of bio-
diversity loss, caused by the use of agrochemicals and the continued use of monocultures,
as contributing to ecological vulnerability, as well as the more recent threat posed by
GMO crops, which not only pose a threat to other species through interbreeding but also
often require agrochemicals and are grown in monocultures (Altieri et al. 2015). This is a
particularly important point given the fact that one of the factors that can increase the
resilience of agroecosystems and, thus the food system in general, is biodiversity (FAO
2016, p. 11).

Maintaining and enhancing biodiversity by preserving the genetic base of plants and
using polycultures are central features of production systems according to the alternative
agrifood paradigm (Beus and Dunlap 1990). Thus, for adherents to the alternative para-
digm, responses to climate change already exist, namely through the framework of agro-
ecology. In addition to recognizing the immeasurable value of biodiversity for agrifood
systems and the environment, agroecology also puts traditional practices and knowledge
at the center of its model. According to Swiderska et al. (2011), five types of traditional
knowledge that are useful for maintaining and strengthening biodiversity and climate
change adaptation are those concerning climatically resilient local crop species, plant
breeding, wild crop relatives, resilient farming and resource management practices, and
climate forecasting (pp. 2-3). According to proponents of agroecology, small-scale farms
where traditional practices are implemented are more resource conserving, productive,
and genetically diverse than those managed using modern agricultural practices, and this
diversity enhances ecosystem function and overall resilience to vulnerability (Altieri et al.
2015). Thus, advocates of agroecology, including members of the food sovereignty move-
ment and increasingly the environmental justice movement, support agroecology and its
principles as a framework for mitigating climate change and building more resilient agri-
food systems.

The other approach for adapting to climate change is climate-smart agriculture (CSA).
Introduced in 2010 by the FAO, CSA has three main objectives: (1) sustainably increasing
food security by increasing agricultural productivity and incomes; (2) building resilience
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and adapting to climate change; and (3) developing opportunities for reducing green-
house gas emissions compared to expected trends (FAO 2013). At the heart of CSA is the
concept of sustainable intensification, which “entails increasing food production from
existing farmland in ways that have lower environmental impact and which do not
undermine our capacity to continue producing food in the future” (Campbell et al.
2014, p. 39). Proponents of CSA argue that the approach can help to mitigate climate
change by reducing the amount of land that is converted to agriculture and making
more efficient use of “ecosystem services,” or the activities and benefits from ecosys-
tem functioning that support life (Lipper et al. 2014). CSA has become the mainstream
approach to adapting agriculture to climate change and it has been adopted widely by
international agriculture and development organizations. Spearheaded by the FAO, the
Global Alliance for Climate Smart Agriculture (GACSA) was created in 2014 at the
bequest of the UN Secretary General at the United Nations Climate Summit. The alli-
ance currently has a membership of 180 organizations, including states, private com-
panies, farmer organizations, and agriculture and research organizations and universities,
and several civil society organizations with observer status.® The broad mission of the
GACSA is “to improve people’s food security and nutrition in the face of climate change”
and, echoing the strategy presented by the FAO (2013), it seeks to accomplish this with
a focus on increasing knowledge and investment and creating enabling environments at
multiple scales (local to global) for the adoption of CSA practices and policies to support
the approach (GACSA 2014).

While there does appear to be some convergence between CSA and agroecology,
particularly in terms of the emphasis of CSA on fostering environmentally sustainable
agricultural production that is specific to local conditions and takes into account the
wider landscape in which local agroecosystems are embedded — hallmark principles of
agroecology — CSA also accommodates practices that are not compatible with agroecology,
including the use of agrochemicals, GMOs, patented technologies and seeds, factory farm-
ing, and large-scale monocultures and biofuel farms (Pimbert 2015, pp. 289-290). This is
unsurprising given the representation of private sector agribusinesses, particularly agricul-
tural input producers, and agriculture development firms in the GACSA and other CSA
platforms. For example Monsanto, famous for its production of GMO seeds, is the co-chair
of the Climate Smart Agriculture Working Group of the World Business Council for Sus-
tainable Development (Monsanto 2017), which is a member of the GACSA. Thus, while
CSA may appear to overlap with several core agroecological tenets, in reality; it is question-
able how much CSA actually differs from industrial agriculture in practice, especially given
the role of global agrifood corporations and the continued focus on productivity, trade, and
markets for economic development (Pimbert 2015).

Agroecology proponents have largely rejected the CSA approach. In response to the call
for creating the GACSA, a group of over 100 national and international organizations and
farmers movements signed an open letter opposing the GACSA for three main reasons: (1)
lack of criteria to define what and what does not constitute CSA, thus leaving the door
open to industrial agrifood approaches; (2) continued role for carbon offsetting policies to
fund CSA projects, which in turn could threaten smallholder livelihoods; and (3) role for
agribusinesses in CSA initiatives, particularly those that have contributed to social injustice
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and environmental degradation.® Citing the JAASTD report, the signatories of the letter
argue for the necessity of policy change, stating:

The International Assessment of Agricultural Knowledge, Science and Technology
for Development concluded in 2008 that business-as-usual in agriculture is not an
option; instead, a thorough and radical overhaul of present international and agricul-
tural policies is essential to meet the challenges of the future.

There was a follow up to this initial condemnation of the GACSA by national and global
civil society in 2015 when 59 international and 309 national civil society and farmer organ-
izations released another statement prior to the COP21 conference to once again denounce
CSA and the GACSA and implore decision makers to look to agroecology as the framework
through which to address climate change.” This statement once again cited the potential for
“greenwashing” by agribusinesses belonging to CSA initiatives and the lack of concrete
attributes to define CSA and mechanisms to hold stakeholders accountable. Furthermore,
it warned policymakers that “Climate Smart Agriculture must not be confused with agro-
ecology.” The inclusion of this caveat was not without reason: supporters of agroecology
were becoming increasingly concerned that elements of agroecology, and the term itself,
were being co-opted by advocates of CSA and other supporters of post-productivist solu-
tions to climate change. This has generated a lofty critique from advocates of the alterna-
tive paradigm, particularly food sovereigntists for whom agroecology is a movement to
resist the productivist and post-productivist industrial model, as this co-optation of terms
can lead people to conflate agroecology with the post-productivist industrial model,
thereby weakening the legitimacy of agroecology and the strength of the movement
behind it (Holt-Giménez and Altieri 2016; Pimbert 2015).

Seeds: GMOs and the movement for seed sovereignty

Seeds are a vital part of sustainable food systems, as within them lies the base of genetic
resources needed to ensure plant diversity, seen as essential to ensuring resilient agroeco-
systems and achieving food security, especially in light of climate change (FAO 2016). Tradi-
tional and indigenous agricultural systems are well known for being treasure troves of plant
genetic diversity, and farmers have engaged in plant breeding and selection for thousands of
years. However, this has changed significantly with the advent of modern agriculture. It is
estimated that, between 1900 and 2000, 75% of genetic diversity in agricultural crops disap-
peared, and this was mostly attributable to the development and use of hybrid varieties
during the Green Revolution that displaced traditional varieties in the developing world
(FAO 1993), as well as the use of monocultures and agrochemicals, both of which served to
erode local biodiversity. Today, 90% of global food intake is dependent on only 30 species
of plants (FAO 2017b). The erosion of plant genetic diversity disproportionately affects the
rural poor, who depend on biological resources for most of their needs (FAO 1993).
Present-day controversies over seeds are among the most contentious and are multi-
dimensional. The roots of seed politics can be traced back to the immediate post-WWII
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period when seed breeding programs were initiated and then expanded in the 1950s and
1960s by the CGIAR. As Kloppenburg (2010a) pointed out, up to the 1930s, farmers had
“seed sovereignty,” meaning that they essentially had complete autonomy over decisions
regarding their seeds — whether to save or plant their seeds or give them to someone else,
and the sharing of seeds played an important role in maintaining and strengthening
biodiversity and resilience in traditional agroecosystems. Slowly, this began to change with
the advent of hybrid seeds, which could no longer by saved and shared by farmers and
rather needed to be obtained from the producer of the seed and used in conjunction with
fertilizers and pesticides to achieve the best results. This created opportunities for private
companies to produce and market seeds, which was the first step towards reducing the seed
sovereignty of farmers.

The advent of biotechnology in the 1980s and the introduction of the first genetically-
modified seed varieties in the early 1990s ushered in a new era in which transnational “life
sciences” companies, like Monsanto and Syngenta, invested heavily in R&D to produce
genetically-modified seeds based on desirable traits — and sought patents to protect their
technologies. The first kinds of seeds that were introduced to the market were herbicide
tolerant and insect-resistant varieties, and by 2010, there was about 140 million hectares of
land in 29 countries (mostly in the United States, Canada, Brazil, Argentina, and India)
dedicated to the annual production of corn, soybean, cotton, and rapeseed using GM
varieties (Barrows et al. 2014, p. 101). This has since increased to 189.1 million hectares
across 19 developing countries and seven industrialized countries, with the same five coun-
tries mentioned above leading the world in the adoption of GM crops (ISAAA 2016). Adop-
tion is likely to increase across developing countries with the introduction of GM rice and
drought resistant varieties.

Proponents of GM crops argue that they have the potential to contribute to food secur-
ity by increasing yields while providing a more environmentally sustainable option to that
of the previous productivist model. In particular, some of the benefits outlined by support-
ers include less applications of pesticides, as pesticides are not needed for insect-resistant
varieties and less harmful herbicides can be used with herbicide resistant varieties; less fuel
consumption, as less chemicals are applied using farm machinery; and sustained, if not
enhanced, biodiversity through the introduction of new varieties (Barrows et al. 2014).
Land degradation can be mediated through the introduction of high-yield varieties (von
Braun 2010). Furthermore, GM varieties can be engineered for climatic conditions, like
drought, which presents an attractive solution to climate change and variation and could
potentially conserve water normally required for irrigation.

Despite these claims, the environmental impact of GMOs is still unclear. Critics of
GMOs, including the food sovereignty and agroecology advocates, cite a number of
environmental concerns. First, despite the assertion that GMOs do not negatively affect
biodiversity, critics state otherwise, citing two reasons: the possibility of genetic drift, as
was found in Mexico where transgenic molecules were detected in traditional varieties of
corn (Pineyro-Nelson et al. 2009) and the continued use of monocultures, which means
increased vulnerablity to land erosion and pests and diseases. Another problem is that her-
bicide tolerant varieties can become tolerant to the herbicides designed to be used with
them, thus necessitating stronger herbicides to reach the same effect. In fact, it has been
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argued that the risk of GM varieties becoming tolerant to agrochemicals is greater than it
is for non-GM varieties (Barrows et al. 2014). But critics of GMO crops point out another
issue and that is the privatization of genetic resources through the patenting of seeds. As
the IAASTD (Mclntyre et al. 2008, p. 8) noted, this has particular implications for developing
countries (where the majority of agricultural smallholders live):

.. . patents may drive up costs, restrict experimentation by the individual farmer or pub-
lic researcher while potentially undermining local practices that enhance food security
and economic sustainability. In this regard, there is particular concern about present IPR
[intellectual property rights] instruments eventually inhibiting seed-saving, exchange,
sale and access to proprietary materials necessary for the independent research com-
munity to conduct analyses and long term experimentation. Farmers face new liabilities:
GM farmers may become liable for adventitious presence if it causes loss of market cer-
tification and income to neighboring organic farmers, and conventional farmers may
become liable to GM seed producers if transgenic are detected in their crops.

In response to the risks associated with GMOs and the privatization of seeds by life science
transnational corporations, advocates of seed sovereignty have formed numerous initia-
tives to create local seed banks and other mechanisms to counter the patenting of life and
put genetic plant resources back into the hands of farmers, indigenous groups, and local
communities. Initiatives include forming local seed banks and encouraging seed exchanges.
Another broader initiative is called the Open Source Seed Initiative'® that is premised on the
open source software movement. As Kloppenburg (2010b, pp. 161-162) explains, the pur-
pose of the approach is to encourage the free movement and use of plant genetic resources
while at the same time preventing the patenting of plant life, preventing biopiracy and
bioprospecting, and inhibiting the appropriation of peasant and farmer derived plant gen-
etic resources in proprietary breeding programs, and impeding the spread of GMOs.

Figure 12.1 Native sorghum and bean seeds for sale at a farmer’s market in Esteli, Nicaragua.
Photo Credit: Arely V. Araica.
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Looking to the future

As discussed in this chapter, food systems worldwide are currently in the midst of multiple
crises with social, economic, political, and environmental dimensions, and there are different
opinions as to how to address this complex situation. Post-productivists have adopted an
“integrated approach” to achieving food system sustainability that seeks to optimize pro-
duction while being environmentally sustainable. They generally advocate market-based
approaches to food security and sustainability, thus seeing a clear role for private enterprise
and international trade, and emphasize scientific knowledge and innovation. On the other
hand, recent iterations of the alternative paradigm, particularly agroecology and food sover-
eignty, argue that ecologically-attuned modes of production embedded in local economies
that value local and traditional knowledge are the path towards sustainability. While not being
against trade, they advocate measures that limit the power of markets to infringe on the rights
of the less powerful, thus exemplifying their deep concern with all forms of justice.

The likelihood of forging a consensus between these two competing frames is unlikely,
at least in the short term. This is because facts are needed to demonstrate the viability of
certain practices over others. For example, Green Revolution practices did not change until
there was enough solid evidence to delegitimize these methods of production, and even so,
practices such as using pesticides and growing in monocultures are still employed widely
around the world. Forging change takes time — time that we very well may not have, given
the depth of crisis that we are facing with the onset and intensification of climate change.

But there is another dimension to the issue of overcoming divisions between the post-
productivists and alternative frames, which is that not all of the differences between them are
issues that can be rationally solved by appealing to facts. At the crux of some of the key debates,
as seen in the examples discussed above and echoing the work of Beus and Dunlap (1990), are
competing values, especially about nature—society relations, knowledge, and governance. For
example, the domination and commodification of nature, which is central to the industrial
frame, is in stark contrast to the alternative paradigm that sees people as being part of nature
and ecosystems. Likewise, when it comes to knowledge, the industrial model values science,
technology, and innovation to manipulate nature, while the alternative paradigm has tradition-
ally drawn on local knowledge and ecological systems to emulate nature. Finally, there is the
question of governance and how this is shaped by the centralization and decentralization of
power and resources. At the heart of food sovereignty and recent alternative food movements
is the concept of food democracy as a means to creating more just food systems. The industrial
model, with its accommodation of neoliberalism, faces important limitations in terms of cre-
ating conditions that can lead to more economic and political equity, as in practice, the model
has led to the concentration of wealth and power. It is this set of factors that will more likely
render the task of reaching consensus around building sustainable food systems a lofty goal at
best and, more likely, an improbable one for the foreseeable future.

Notes

1 The High Level Task Force on Global Food and Nutritional Security (2015a) defined a food sys-
tem as “the elements (environment, people, inputs, processes, infrastructure, institutions, mar-
kets and trade) and activities that relate to the production, processing, distribution and marketing,
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preparation and consumption of food and the outputs of these activities, including socio-
economic and environmental outcomes.”

2 See AGRA website (http:/ /agra.org) for more information.

3 See the FAO webpage on Sustainable Food and Agriculture: www.fao.org/sustainability /en/.

4 For a more detailed discussion of the four dimensions of food security, see www.fao.org/
docrep/013/al936e/al936e00.pdf.

5 See FAO (2016, p. 4) for a helpful figure depicting how climate change’s initial effects on agroeco-
systems carry over to impact agricultural production, followed by the livelihoods of agricultural
producers and others, and finally affect overall food security and nutrition.

6 See GACSA website (www.fao.org/gacsa/) for full list and additional information.

7 For discussion of the role of international trade in CSA and the Green Economy, see Module 1 of
the Climate Smart Agriculture Source Book (FAO 2013).

8 The rejection letter (dated September 2014) is available on the Climate Smart Agriculture
Concerns website: www.climatesmartagconcerns.info/rejection-letter.html.

9 The 2015 statement (dated September 2015) is available on the Climate Smart Agriculture
Concerns website: www.climatesmartagconcerns.info/cop21-statement.html.

10 See website for more information: http://osseeds.org.
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Forest politics, 13
neoliberalism and the
limits of international
environmental policy

David Humphreys

Introduction

The conservation and sustainable management of forests became a politically important
environmental issue in the mid-1980s when international concern over deforestation led to
the first tentative international initiatives to tackle the problem. This chapter begins by
explaining deforestation as an international political issue using public goods theory. It then
presents an analytical overview of international forest politics, beginning with the forest
negotiations that took place at the 1992 United Nations Conference on Environment and
Development in Rio, before tracking the aftermath of the Rio process, which has seen the
establishment of a series of international forest bodies within the United Nations (UN) sys-
tem. These bodies have agreed several non-legally binding outputs but, and despite several
attempts, there is still no consensus that a global forests convention should be negotiated.

The absence of a forest convention explains, in part, why international forest policy is
spread over several international organisations. It is argued that, in order to fully comprehend
the international policy responses to deforestation, an understanding of neoliberal discourse
is needed. Neoliberalism promotes certain types of environmental policy, in particular those
that are voluntary, business-led and market-based. In this respect, neoliberalism establishes
the parameters of international forest policy. The paper concludes by arguing that the World
Trade Organization (WTO) has served as a powerful driver in the expansion of global
neoliberalism, providing neoliberal principles with a political and legal force that environmen-
tal objectives lack in global governance. Using forests as a case study, therefore, the chapter
draws out some points of broader relevance to global environmental politics.
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Forests as public goods

Like other international environmental issues, deforestation is politically significant as it
has a public goods dimension. Public goods are those that benefit a broader public; a
publicum. Depending on the public good in question, the publicum may vary considerably,
extending from the local to the global. In the case of global public goods, all humanity is
the publicum. Forests play a major role in the regulation of the Earth’s climate — a classic
global public good, as everyone benefits from a stable atmosphere — by taking up carbon
dioxide, a major greenhouse gas, from the atmosphere, breaking it down by photosynthesis
and storing it in trees and plants. Public goods have two attributes in common. First, they
are non-excludable. For example, no one can be excluded from the benefits of a stable
climate. Second, they are non-rival in consumption; the consumption of a public good by
one person will not affect what is left for others.

Forests serve as habitat for as much as 80% of the world’s terrestrial species. They thus
contribute to the global public good of biological diversity conservation, and the mainten-
ance of the diverse global gene pool necessary for resilient and adaptable species and eco-
systems (Perrings and Gadgil 2003). At a local level, forests may satisfy recreational or
spiritual needs for a local publicum, such as a village of indigenous peoples, and provide
local and regional soil conservation and watershed management functions. Forests thus
provide a range of public goods for both proximate and distant users. In this sense, forests
are shared — not in a spatial or ownership sense, but in the sense that they provide life
support functions for all humanity.

Part of the problem of deforestation as an international political issue is that, while
forests contribute to the maintenance of global public goods such as atmospheric regula-
tion and biodiversity conservation, in international law, forests are a sovereign resource of
the state. Some tropical country governments are particularly assertive on sovereignty. For
example, successive Brazilian governments have made it clear that no other country has the
right to interfere in how the Brazilian Amazon is used. Since the 1960s, Brazil has sought to
develop the Amazon for economic development, exploiting Brazilian forests for the harvest-
ing and mining of private goods. Private goods are those that can be bought and sold on
markets. In contrast to public goods, private goods are rival in consumption (for example,
the more timber that a business extracts from an area of forest, the less is available for
others) and excludable (as those who own a private good can, legally at least, prevent others
from using it). The private goods that forests provide include timber, nuts, berries, rattan
and rubber.

In neoclassical economic theory, the provision of private goods is best realised through
markets. But, because markets work best when goods are both rival and excludable, they
undersupply, or do not supply at all, public goods. Furthermore, the overharvesting of
private goods can lead to public good depletion. This is particularly the case with deforesta-
tion, which is often the result of forest clearance to harvest timber or to free land for
alternative land uses, such as cattle ranching, crop agriculture or mineral mining. The
degradation of public goods is an example of what economists call market failure, when
the routine functioning of markets fails to bring about an allocation of resources that
maximises the collective welfare of society. Forest politics is, in large part, an attempt to
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manage the tension between conserving the public good attributes of forests and exploiting
the private goods that forests, and forest land, can realise. This tension runs in different
guises throughout all forest policy and forest-related political conflicts, from the global level
to the local. Conceptually at least, the tension has been overcome by the idea of sustainable
forest management (SEM), which has served as a guiding concept in international coopera-
tion on forests for nearly two decades. SFM may be defined as the maximisation of the yield
of the private goods that forests can provide, but only to the extent that this does not
deplete forest-related public goods.

There are divided views on how forest public goods can best be realised. Some argue
that, like private goods, the provision of public goods should take place through the creation
of a new generation of environmental markets (below). Others argue that the supply of
public goods requires interventions in markets and tough regulatory action from publicly
accountable authorities, such as states and intergovernmental organisations. In the negoti-
ations that took place prior to the 1992 United Nations Convention on Environment and
Development, the so-called ‘Earth Summit’ in Rio de Janeiro, it was suggested that forests
should be governed by a global forests convention that would aim to prevent deforestation,
conserve forests and achieve SFM. It is to these negotiations that we now turn.

An unconventional approach to international forest politics

The two most significant outputs from the 1992 United Nations Conference on Environ-
ment and Development (UNCED) were the Convention on Biological Diversity and the
Framework Convention on Climate Change. Because forests are a major sink of carbon
dioxide and an important habitat of biodiversity, it was suggested by developed country
governments and the UN Food and Agriculture Organization that a third convention should
be agreed — a global forests convention that would support the forest-related provisions of
the biodiversity and climate change conventions. However, states failed even to commence
negotiations for a convention, eventually agreeing only to a non-legally binding instrument
commonly called the Forest Principles (United Nations 1992a).

The main reason for this is that the negotiations were characterised by a clear division
between the developed countries of North America, Europe and Japan and the developing
countries of Asia, Latin America and Africa. North-South differences are often overstated
in international relations literature. However, at the UNCED, all the developed countries of
the North argued for a forests convention, while all the developing countries of the South —
speaking through their UN caucus: the Group of 77 Developing Countries (G77) — argued
against. The European Union (EU), United States, Canada and Japan argued that the
concept of sovereignty should be linked to two other principles: stewardship (the principle
that countries with forests should manage them for the common good of humanity) and
common responsibility (the notion that all countries share the responsibility to manage
forests sustainably). Some delegates from the North suggested that forests themselves
could be seen as a common heritage of mankind or a global common. This was a clumsy
attempt to recognise the contribution that forests make to global public good provision, but
it drew forth a retort from the Malaysian delegation that concepts such as global commons
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had a supranational character and were an attempt by the North to erode the sovereignty
of developing countries over their forests (Humphreys 1996: 95). The G77 argued that
sovereignty should not be delimited by linkage to other principles.

Timothy Ehresman and Dimitris Stevis argue that the governments of the South view
international negotiations through the lens of justice (Chapter 6). This was the case during
the UNCED forest deliberations, when many G77 position statements centred on issues of
equity and responsibility. The G77 argued that the countries of North America and Europe
bear a disproportionate responsibility for deforestation, as not only have they deforested
significantly compared to their pre-Industrial Revolution forest cover, but they continue to
drive deforestation through high levels of consumption of forest products. Hence, argued
the G77, states should agree not to the principle of ‘common responsibility” but instead to
‘common but differentiated responsibilities’, thus denoting that some states have more
responsibility than others for causing deforestation and, therefore, more responsibility for
financing future conservation measures.

The G77 also introduced the concept of ‘compensation for opportunity cost foregone’.
The concept of opportunity cost has its origins in neoclassical economic theory; if an
economic resource is used in one way, the opportunity cost is the value of the next best
alternative that the resource could have been used for. The opportunity cost of conserving
forests is that they cannot be cut down. The G77 used the concept of opportunity cost
foregone to signify that utility maximizing forest owners and the governments of forested
states will rationally opt for forest conservation if they are compensated with a financial
sum that exceeds what they would receive from deforestation and conversion to other land
uses. The G77 also introduced the issue of external indebtedness, noting that payments
from developing to developed countries for debt servicing and repayment exceed official
development assistance transfers from developed to developing countries, resulting in net
South-to-North financial transfers. The G77 argued that any agreement on forest conserva-
tion should be tied to debt relief, increased financial assistance and increased transfers of
environmentally sound technology. The negotiating strategy of the G77 was summed up
by the Malaysian prime minister, Mahathir bin Mohamad, shortly before the UNCED: ‘If it
is in the interests of the rich that we do not cut down our trees then they must compensate
us for the loss of income’ (Mahathir 1992). The UNCED forest negotiations did not, therefore,
focus exclusively on forests and saw protracted deliberations on broader economic concerns
of salience to developing countries.

Two theoretical explanations may be offered for the failure of the UNCED forest
negotiations to lead to a forest convention. The first relates to cognitive theories of interna-
tional cooperation. Cognitive theories focus on the role that shared ideas, beliefs, norms
and values can play in fostering international agreement (Jonsson 1993; Hasenclever et al.
2000). International agreement is more likely when states can agree on a formula, principle
or set of ideas that informs the negotiations and around which actors’ expectations
converge. However, there was no agreement on core concepts to guide the Rio forest
negotiations: instead, different states invoked different concepts. But, these conceptual
differences exposed deeper differences between North and South over past and future
responsibilities and distributive justice, in particular what constitutes a fair and equitable
distribution of the world’s natural, financial and technological resources. The negotiations
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may also be viewed as a crude price negotiation in which the North pressed the South to
implement strong forest conservation policies in the form of a global forests convention,
while the G77 responded by introducing its economic concerns, arguing that all issues
needed to be settled in a comprehensive package. So the G77 raised the price of forest con-
servation during the UNCED forest negotiations, a price that the North was unwilling to
pay (Humphreys 1996).

This leads onto the second explanation, which centres on power. Powerful states possess
the material capabilities to block the aspirations of other states. The neorealist view of
international politics explained by John Vogler in Chapter 1 of this volume — according to
which states will seek to preserve their relative advantages over other states and, where
possible, to achieve relative gains — is relevant here. Both tropical and developed states have
the power to grant or, alternatively, to thwart the aspirations of each other. Tropical states
possess resources in the form of their rainforests, which produce private goods (such as
tropical timber) and public goods (such as carbon sinks) valued by other actors. Meanwhile,
the North has the power to satisfy the aspirations of the South for increased financial and
technological transfers and debt relief. The enhanced value that the developed countries
now attach to tropical forest conservation has provided the governments of tropical
forested countries with enhanced bargaining leverage.

Realising this, the G77 attempted to translate the concerns of the developed countries
over tropical deforestation into hard economic gains. But the developed countries of the
North could not meet the G77’s bargaining demands without eroding their relative advan-
tages in international trade and finance. The costs that would be borne by tax payers and
businesses in the North to meet the G77’s demands on, say, financial and technological
transfers would be extremely high. While Northern-based governments have been pre-
pared to make modest increases of aid on a bilateral basis, they are unwilling to agree to
large scale transfers on a multilateral basis that would enable developing countries to realise
relative economic gains. In any case, donor countries are only likely to agree to significant
North to South resource transfers if they can extract some binding commitments from the
South on forest conservation targets; and this would touch upon developing country sensi-
tivities on sovereignty. From this gridlock, the non-legally binding and heavily caveated
statement of Forest Principles was agreed as a compromise between pro- and anti-conven-
tion states (United Nations 1992a).

The UNCED negotiations on forests were fractious and divisive. Two years later, in
1994, representatives from the governments of Canada, which had lobbied more strongly
than any other state for a forests convention at Rio, and Malaysia, which led for the G77
against a convention, initiated a confidence-building dialogue to which selected other coun-
tries were invited. The result of this initiative was the creation of an Intergovernmental
Panel on Forests with a two-year life span. This met four times from 1995 to 1997 and nego-
tiated a series of non-legally binding proposals for action, namely policy recommendations
for governments and other actors. With most developing countries remaining wary of
international forest commitments, most of the proposals for action suggested actions that
could be taken at the national level. Indeed, one of the main areas of agreement of the
Intergovernmental Panel on Forests was the recommendation that all states should formu-
late and implement national forest programmes, which should be holistic, intersectoral
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and iterative programmes that recognise and respect the rights of local communities
(Humphreys 2003).

By now, there had been some significant shifts in position on the convention question.
First, the United States was opposed. The United States appears to have favoured a conven-
tion at Rio as an instrument that would focus principally on tropical forests. It did not
envisage a convention as an instrument that would entail significant costs for the United
States, for example, in the form of financial assistance to developing countries or raised
standards for the American forest industry (Davenport 2006: 131). Second, Malaysia, the
strongest voice against a convention at Rio, now argued in favour. As with the United
States, the reason for this lies with domestic factors. The shift of position by Malaysia
followed a change in the ministry with lead responsibility for forests, from the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, which viewed forests strategically as a sovereign resource, to the Ministry
of Primary Resources, which saw a forest convention as an instrument that could promote
the international trade in forest products to Malaysia’s advantage (Kolk 1996: 162). Indonesia
and most of the Central American states also changed position to support a convention.
Meanwhile, Brazil and its Amazonian Pact allies remained resolutely opposed, while the
EU remained broadly in favour.

With no consensus for a forests convention, but with increased confidence between
countries on the forests issue, the decision was taken to replace the Intergovernmental
Panel on Forests with the Intergovernmental Forum on Forests; to all intents and purposes,
it was the Panel, with a different name and revised agenda. Created for three years, the
Intergovernmental Forum on Forests met four times between October 1997 and February
2000. Its activities were very similar to those of its predecessor. It negotiated further propos-
als for action. Between them, the Panel and the Forum agreed approximately 270 proposals
for action; the exact number is slightly unclear, as there are areas of duplication and overlap
between different proposals.

During this period, another international forest initiative took place; namely, the forma-
tion of a World Commission on Forests and Sustainable Development. World commissions
usually comprise an elitist ‘eminent persons’ membership of between 20 and 30, who set
out to examine an international problem with a humanitarian or public goods dimension
that is either being ignored in international politics or which requires some innovative
thinking. The World Commission on Forests and Sustainable Development was the brain-
child of a former prime minister of Sweden, Ola Ullsten. The organising committee for the
Commission was convened shortly after the UNCED, but it was not until 1995 that the full
Commission first met. Its final report was issued in 1999. The Commission made a serious
effort to broaden the international discourse on forests and to emphasise the public interest,
both global and local, in forest conservation. It argued that the custodial role that local
communities play in maintaining and conserving forests is not always valued and made a
commendable effort to rehabilitate the public goods values of forests in international
politics (World Commission on Forests and Sustainable Development).

However, the impact of the Commission on mainstream international politics was neg-
ligible. There are three reasons for this. First, the organising committee started with the
assumption that a forests convention was necessary. This led many developing countries to
question the objectivity of the initiative, which was seen as starting with a pre-ordained
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political agenda. Second, and related to this, the Commission did not achieve formal
endorsement from within the UN system. The approval of the UN secretary-general was
sought, but not given. This is in comparison to the Brundtland Commission, which had
been called for by the General Assembly. Finally, the initiative was eclipsed by the creation
of the Intergovernmental Panel on Forests and the Intergovernmental Forum on Forests
(Humphreys 2006: 48—65). Overall, the Commission failed to gather a critical mass of support
from the world’s governments, with only a few governments — Canada, Sweden and the
Netherlands — expressing any support.

By now, states were poised to elevate the international forest policy dialogue within the
UN system. In 2000, the decision was taken to create a new body — the United Nations
Forum on Forests (UNFF) — to report directly to the UN Economic and Social Council
(Figure 13.1). In addition to its elevated position within the UN system, there were two
further differences between the UNFF and its predecessors. First, a multistakeholder
dialogue segment was introduced during which stakeholders, such as forest businesses,
indigenous peoples, farmers and scientific organisations, could engage both with each
other and with government delegates. Second, some UNFF sessions included a ministerial
segment. Throughout 2002 to 2004, the UNFF negotiated resolutions on a number of forest-
related issues, such as forest health and productivity, maintaining forest cover, scientific
knowledge and the economic aspects of forests. However, there was little evidence that the
multistakeholder dialogues and ministerial segments had any real bearing on the negotia-
tion of the resolutions. By now, UN forest institutions has entered a phase of diminishing
marginal returns, and the UNFF resolutions added little, if anything, that was new.

In an effort to rejuvenate itself, UNFF set out in 2005 to agree a new international forests
instrument. Once again, there was no agreement for a convention; states agreed to negotiate
the unimaginatively-named ‘Non-legally binding instrument on all types of forests’, which

Figure 13.1 The United Nations building in New York: home to the United Nations Forum on
Forests.
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was concluded in 2007 (Eikermann 2015). During the negotiations, the EU, Canada, Costa
Rica, Mexico, Norway, South Korea and Switzerland pressed hard for time bound and quantifi-
able targets; for example, that states would commit towards reducing their rate of deforesta-
tion by x%, or increasing their forest cover by y thousand hectares, by a stipulated date.
However, the anti-convention states, principally the United States and Brazil, opposed any
mention of time bound or quantifiable targets, or even of voluntary commitments to such
targets. The instrument contained only four generalised ‘global objectives” and that states
agreed to make progress towards their achievement by 2015; namely (in abbreviated form):

e Reverse the loss of forest cover worldwide through SFM;

e Enhance forest-based economic, social and environmental benefits, including by
improving the livelihoods of forest-dependent people;

* Increase, significantly, the area of protected forests worldwide and other areas of
sustainably managed forests; and

e Reverse the decline in official development assistance for SEM and mobilize significantly
increased, new and additional financial resources from all sources for SFM (United
Nations 2007: para. IV).

With the exception of these objectives, there is no new commitment in the non-legally
binding instrument that is not in the 1992 Forest Principles, the proposals for action agreed
between 1995 and 2000 and the UNFF resolutions. Once again, developed states vetoed any
suggestion they had a mandatory or legal responsibility to transfer finance and technology
to the global South.

In 2015, states agreed to continue with the UNFF until 2030, with a mid-term review to
take place in 2024 (Humphreys 2015). The non-legally binding instrument agreed in 2015
was renamed the UN Forest Instrument, and the timeline of the four global objectives on
forests was extended until 2030 to align with the timeline of the 2030 Agenda for Sustain-
able Development (United Nations 2016).

In summary, a body of non-legally binding law (or soft law) on forests has been agreed
at the UNCED and by various UN forest bodies. The United Nations Forum on Forests is
arguably the best possible option in the absence of an international consensus for a conven-
tion. But international forest politics is not confined just to the UNFE. It is also scattered
across a wide range of public and private international organisations, as the next section
shows.

Neoliberalism and the fragmentation of international
forest policy

Apart from the failure to agree a forests convention, there are two other reasons why the
coordination of international forest policy has proved to be so difficult. The first relates to
the nature of deforestation as a political issue; because forests provide such a wide range of
public and private goods, international forest politics inevitably encroaches upon the juris-
dictions of several international legal agreements with a forest-related mandate, in



258 David Humphreys

particular the Framework Convention on Climate Change, the Convention on Biological
Diversity and the International Tropical Timber Agreement. International forest politics is
characterised by a form of institutional “turf war” in which the UNFF, which has no budget
for forest policy implementation, both collaborates and competes with other international
organisations.

The second reason concerns the broader international political and economic context.
Forests became an international political agenda item in the 1980s, the same decade that
neoliberal economic policies became ascendant. The theoretical origins of neoliberalism
can been traced to Hayek (1944), who argued that a strong role for the state in the economy
would destroy individual and economic freedoms, and to the monetarist Friedman (1962,
1963), who argued for deregulation, privatisation, government spending cuts and the
control of the economy through the money supply. The prefix ‘neo’ (for ‘new’) indicates
that neoliberalism is a contemporary variant of liberalism. Neoliberalism has adopted the
liberal belief in free international trade that underpinned nineteenth century laissez faire
economic policies, and it draws from neoclassical economics, in particular the notion that
the common collective good is best realised when individuals compete in the market place.
According to Harvey (2005), the first country to implement neoliberal policies was Chile in
1973-1974, although it was only when the United States under Reagan and the United Kingdom
under Thatcher adopted neoliberal programmes of privatisation, government spending
cuts, deregulation and marketisation that neoliberalism became ascendant internationally.
The United States and United Kingdom, backed over time by other developed countries
and international organisations such as the World Bank and International Monetary Fund,
have successfully promoted neoliberal ideas such as trade and investment liberalisation in
developing countries.

Neoliberalism has structured how policy makers think about and interpret the world
(Castree 2008a, 2008b; Heynen et al. 2007; Larner 2000). Neoliberalism is a discourse in the
sense that Foucault (1994) employed the term, as a more or less coherent set of understand-
ings and ideas that shape the boundaries of thought, and thus of action. Proponents of
neoliberalism favour certain environmental policy responses, such as market-based poli-
cies, voluntary commitments and business-based solutions. Neoliberalism has influenced
international environmental policy in three important respects. The first is the emphasis on
market-based solutions. Neoliberals argue that natural resources are most likely to be con-
served when their functions are valued and priced through market mechanisms. A central
difference between liberalism and neoliberalism is that, under the latter, the state uses its
agency to leverage new spaces where market forces can operate. One example is the cre-
ation under the Kyoto Protocol of an international system of tradeable emission permits,
under which some states are granted permits to emit an agreed level of carbon dioxide.
These permits can be traded between countries; states that wish to exceed their emissions
quota need to purchase permits from low polluting states with unused permits to sell.

Second, neoliberals advocate an enhanced role for the private sector. In this view, natural
resources will be more effectively managed when placed under private, rather than state,
ownership. Developed countries have argued, in the UNFF and other international
organisations, that the forests of developing countries will be more effectively managed if
privatised. However, developing countries, most of which view their forests as sovereign
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natural resources, have been reluctant to privatise their forests, as under current interna-
tional trade and finance rules, any business would have the right to bid to purchase forests
in other countries, and forest-rich developing countries could, over time, expect to lose
control of their forests to powerful business corporations from the developed world. However,
private businesses have a major role in developing countries through forest concessions.
This is a mechanism under which a public authority hands over an area of state-owned
forests to a private business for management or for logging for a prescribed time period.

Finally, neoliberals emphasise voluntary action rather than regulation. To neoliberal
orthodoxy, public regulation creates market distortions and is thus burdensome and ineffi-
cient. Deregulation frees markets, enabling them to work more effectively. Instead of the
public sector setting environmental targets and standards, any targets adopted should be
those to which business itself agrees, for example, through corporate social responsibility
and voluntary codes of conduct. Where regulation is necessary, it should be soft and
optional if markets are to work most effectively. The emphasis in neoliberalism on deregu-
lation helps explain the aversion of some states to time-bound and quantifiable targets for
forest protection.

As a result of these two contextual factors — the large number of international institu-
tions with a forest-related mandate and the neoliberal international policy environment —
international forest policy is highly fragmented among a diversity of international
organisations, as the following four examples illustrate.

Forest certification and labelling

In the late-1980s, with concern about tropical deforestation growing, an attempt was made
to introduce an international timber labelling scheme through the International Tropical
Timber Organisation (ITTO). Created in 1985, the ITTO is the first, and so far the only,
international commodity organisation with a conservation mandate. In 1989, Friends of
the Earth in London lobbied the UK delegation to the I'T'TO to table a proposal for a timber
labelling scheme that would not have banned the international trade of unsustainably-
managed timber, but would have provided for the labelling of timber from verified sustainably-
managed forests. The proposal was rejected after opposition from the tropical timber
producer caucus, in particular Malaysia, Indonesia and Brazil, which saw it as a veiled
attempt to infringe upon national sovereignty and to interfere with the international market
for tropical timber. However, even if the proposal had been agreed, it is unclear whether it
would have been consistent with international trade rules, in particular the provision in the
General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) that prohibits discrimination between
‘like products” on the basis of manufacture, a provision that could be interpreted to mean
that discriminating between sustainably — and unsustainably — sourced timber is illegal
under international trade law. There was also a concern that the ITTO scheme would have
discriminated between tropical and non-tropical timber in international trade.

The ill-fated ITTO timber labelling proposal made it clear that any international timber
labelling scheme would need to apply to all timber, not just tropical timber, and that any
such scheme would need to be consistent with international trade law. In the early-1990s,
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the World Wide Fund for Nature, which had supported the Friends of the Earth proposal,
worked with other environmental NGOs (nongovernmental organisations) and several
environmentally concerned businesses to create, in 1993, the Forest Stewardship Council
(FSC) (Cashore et al. 2004). The FSC is a voluntary, non-state, private scheme for the certi-
fication of forest products harvested from well-managed sources. It is governed by a novel
institutional structure with three chambers — social, environmental and economic — each of
which has one-third of voting rights with equal representation between developed and
developing countries. As a voluntary, non-state, private organisation, the FSC does not
admit governments as member organisations. The exclusion of governments as members
is necessary for the FSC to avoid charges that it is a form of intergovernmental organisa-
tion, and thus bound by international trade law.

The FSC, and other international timber labelling schemes that have subsequently been
created, such as the Programme for the Endorsement of Forest Certification (PEFC), has
thus been deliberately constructed to be compatible with international trade law which
has, in effect, set the parameters within which all certification and labelling schemes must
operate. This is also the case with respect to the EU’s efforts to address the international
trade of illegally-logged timber.

International measures to curb illegal logging

Illegal logging and the international trade in illegally-logged timber pose an increasing
threat to tropical forests. There is no multilateral agreement to ban the trade in illegally-
logged timber. Agreeing such a ban is possible in principle, although there would likely
be technical difficulties, as different countries have different definitions of illegal-logging.
A multilateral ban would need to be agreed, either through an international environmental
agreement or through the WTO. There are several precedents for multilateral trade bans
on environmental grounds, including ozone-depleting substances (the 1987 Montreal
Protocol to the 1985 Vienna Convention for the Protection of the Ozone Layer), hazardous
wastes (the 1989 Basel Convention on the Control of Transboundary Movements of
Hazardous Wastes and Their Disposal) and endangered species (the 1973 Convention of
International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora, or CITES).

With no multilateral ban on the international trade in illegally-logged timber, no state
can impose a unilateral ban without falling foul of the WTO. Somewhat ironically, there-
fore, a unilateral ban on the import of illegally-logged timber would itself be illegal under
international trade law. Since 2003, the EU has taken an international lead in promoting
policies to counter the international trade in illegally-logged timber, and has opted to take
the only action that is available to it consistent with international trade law, namely voluntary
action. Under its Forest, Law Enforcement, Governance and Trade (FLEGT) action plan
(European Commission 2003), the EU is looking to conclude voluntary, but legally-binding,
bilateral partnership agreements with timber producing countries which undertake to
export to the EU only timber from verifiable legally-logged sources. Trade between such
countries and the EU will be licensed and monitored. The obvious weakness in this scheme
is that criminals can circumvent it by exporting illegally-logged timber to the EU via a third
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country that does not have a voluntary agreement with the EU. In 2008, the EU agreed its
first voluntary partnership agreement with Ghana, since when a further five agreements
have been concluded (with Cameroon, Central African Republic, Indonesia, Liberia and
Republic of the Congo). In 2013, the EU Timber Regulation came into force under which it
is illegal to introduce illegally-logged timber into the European Union. With no multilateral
support for a comprehensive worldwide ban on the international trade of illegally-logged
timber, the EU Timber Regulation and its voluntary partnership scheme are the strongest
measures permissible under current international trade law.

A third long running dispute in international forest politics is whether knowledge of
the properties of individual species should be patented. Here, too, the WTO plays a
central role.

Knowledge patenting and benefit sharing

Over time, local communities and indigenous peoples have accumulated knowledge of the
properties — for example, as foodstuffs and medicines — of the plant and tree species that
form part of their environments (Berkes 1999). For example, indigenous forest peoples
have developed knowledge on which plants can be used to treat burns and abrasions, which
can be used to treat migraines and stomach ailments, and so on. This knowledge, usually
called traditional knowledge, has been passed on from generation to generation, often
orally, and comprises what is, in effect, a public good that is freely available to all. However,
under intellectual property rights law, and especially under the WTO’s Agreement on
Trade-Related Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS), business corporations have the right to
patent knowledge on biological species (providing that no prior patent has been filed) and
to charge royalties to other businesses that wish to use this knowledge for commercial ends.
Dozens of such patents have been filed by agricultural, pharmaceutical and biotechnology
corporations. One argument that the proponents of patents make is that, by assigning
economic value to biological resources, patents make it more likely that these resources
will be conserved and sustainably managed.

Under the TRIPS, all financial benefits from the commercial use of knowledge flow to
patent holders. The TRIPS is opposed by two main groups of actors. First, the govern-
ments of biodiversity-rich countries, principally tropical forest states, argue that a share of
the financial benefits from patenting should accrue to the government of the country
where the species grows. Second, indigenous peoples and local communities have opposed
the TRIPs. Two different views have been expressed from these actors. The first is that
knowledge on biological species should be freely available and there should be no patenting
of such knowledge. The second view accepts patenting as a practice but insists that,
when a patent is based on traditional knowledge, a share of the royalties should flow to
those communities and indigenous peoples that originally discovered or developed the
knowledge.

Given that traditional knowledge has developed over many generations, over which it
has been passed onto many different social groups, there are clear definitional problems
with agreeing who the traditional knowledge holders are and, therefore, who should
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receive a share of the benefits. However, it can be argued that this does not invalidate the
general principle. Indeed, the principle that the financial benefits from patenting should be
shared has status in international law; the Convention on Biological Diversity provides for
‘the equitable sharing of the benefits’ that arise from the utilisation of knowledge with the
original knowledge holders (United Nations 1992b: article 8(j)). In 2010, the Nagoya Proto-
col on access and benefit sharing was agreed, entering into legal force in 2014. However,
while this upholds equitable benefit sharing as a principle, it does not indicate a formula by
which benefits should be shared between the three main claimant groups: commercial pat-
ent holders, governments and local communities/indigenous peoples.

The politics of patent rights to biological resources is thus played out between different
legal instruments: the WTO and TRIPS on the one hand, and the Convention on Biological
Diversity and Nagoya Protocol on the other hand. Different political actors favour those
instruments that best promote their interests. The TRIPS agreement reflects the interests
of those actors that were instrumental in its negotiation, namely developed states and cor-
porations seeking to promote the commodification of nature and the private ownership
of knowledge on biological resources; these actors wish patent rights, like other ‘trade-
related’ issues, to be kept firmly under the purview of the WTO. Meanwhile, the govern-
ments of biodiversity-rich countries and community and indigenous groups argue that this
debate should be settled by parties to the Convention on Biological Diversity and its Nagoya
Protocol. Pending a resolution of this issue, royalties from patent rights continue to accrue
to commercial patent holders, although the governments of tropical forested countries
assert that their sovereign right is to decide which corporations may access their biological
resources and which may not.

Valuing the carbon sink function of forests

The role of markets occupies a central place in neoliberal thinking and has been central to
international climate policy since the agreement of the 1997 Kyoto Protocol. In 2007,
parties to the Framework Convention on Climate Change initiated a policy debate on how
to reduce carbon emissions from deforestation and forest degradation, especially in devel-
oping countries (United Nations 2008). The debate was initiated by Papua New Guinea and
Costa Rica, later attracting support from Bolivia, Central African Republic, Dominican
Republic, Nicaragua and the Solomon Islands. The decision was premised on the idea that
financial incentives should be put in place to encourage developing countries to reduce
their deforestation rates.

The incentivizing of forest conservation through valuing the carbon that is stored in
forests, in order to prevent deforestation that would otherwise occur, has become known
as ‘reducing emissions from deforestation and forest degradation” (REDD, also known as
REDD+). The basic idea is that countries that reduce their deforestation above a certain
baseline will create carbon credits that can be sold to countries who wish to exceed their
agreed emission levels in a post-Kyoto market-based global carbon trading scheme. The
baseline is the background (or ‘business-as-usual’) rate of deforestation. Such a scheme has
the potential to restructure international forest and climate politics. When emissions from
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deforestation are included, then Indonesia and Brazil become the world’s third and fourth
largest emitters of carbon dioxide, after the United States and China (The Economist 2006).

In addition to the methodological and technical issues that will inform baseline meas-
urement, there is a further problem: developing countries may bargain for generous
deforestation baselines before agreeing to participate. The European Union’s Emissions
Trading Scheme (ETS) illustrates the problems that an international REDD+ scheme
might face in this regard. In order to establish the ETS scheme, the EU allocated permits to
some businesses with high levels of carbon dioxide emissions. The EU was accused of
agreeing generous baselines by overestimating the past emissions levels of these businesses
in order to secure their participation. Businesses that had taken measures to reduce their
emissions prior to the implementation of the ETS scheme were not rewarded. Against this,
it can be argued that more stringent emissions baselines would have attracted fewer busi-
nesses, thus compromising the long-term effectiveness of the ETS. How baselines are
agreed thus has a bearing upon both participation and effectiveness. Similar considerations
inform REDD+. A tropical forest country will have more incentive to participate in such a
scheme when its baseline of estimated future deforestation is overestimated, as that coun-
try would then be able to claim a higher level of reduced deforestation than has actually
been achieved. The country would gain financially, as it would generate additional carbon
credits for sale to high emitting states (Humphreys 2008).

In environmental terms, this is clearly self-defeating. Not only would the developing
country have less incentive to take proactive policies to reduce future deforestation, but
lenient baselines would lead to an oversupply of REDD+ credits, which could depress the
price of credits worldwide. High-emitting countries would thus be able to purchase credits
at a lower price than if more accurate baselines had been used, and would consequently
have less incentive to invest in clean technology to reduce their emissions at source. Generous
baselines will thus reduce the incentives to reduce deforestation in developing countries
and to reduce carbon emissions in high-polluting countries.

The REDD+ debate also brings to the fore the question of justice. It might be argued
that, provided the baselines are accurate, a REDD+ scheme can promote the principle of
intergenerational equity, which holds that environmental risks and harms should not be
passed onto future generations. A counter-argument is that REDD+ focuses only on the
carbon stock value of forests, which will promote a narrow emphasis on one forest-related
public good — climate regulation — at the expense of others, such as biodiversity habitat,
watershed services, sociocultural values and so on. Furthermore, it may be argued that
REDD+ violates another dimension of justice, namely intragenerational equity. This is the
principle of fairness between different groups and countries in the present generation,
according to which all people within any one generation have a fair and equal claim to the
world’s ecological space, including the atmospheric commons. Under the principle of
intragenerational equity, REDD+ can be viewed as a morally unjust mechanism that
enables some states to continue polluting by purchasing carbon sequestration in other
countries, in effect colonising the ecological space of other people. Indigenous forest
peoples’ groups such as the Forest Peoples’ Programme are critical of REDD+, claiming it
will lead to elite control over nature, with most of the financial benefits flowing to national
treasuries rather than to communities (Griffiths 2007).
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Table 13.1 International forest politics timeline: select dates
Dates Event
1992 United Nations Conference on Environment and Development

(UNCED): with no agreement for a forests convention, states agree
a non-legally binding statement, the 'Forest Principles’.

1993 Forest Stewardship Council is created.

1995 World Commission on Forests and Sustainable Development is
created. It meets several times before disbanding in 1999.

1995-1997 Intergovernmental Panel on Forests agrees a set of proposals
for action.

1997-2000 Intergovernmental Forum on Forests agrees further proposals
for action.

2000 United Nations Forum on Forests (UNFF) is created.

2003 EU agrees its Forest Law Enforcement, Governance and Trade (FLEGT)
action plan.

2007 UNFF agrees a Non-legally binding instrument on all types of forests.

2008 The EU agrees its first FLEGT voluntary partnership agreement with
Ghana. UN REDD programme is established.

2013 EU Timber Regulation enters into force.

2014 Nagoya Protocol 2010 on access and benefit-sharing enters into force.

2015 The UNFF is renewed until 2030. The Non-legally binding instrument

on all types of forests is renamed the United Nations Forest Instrument.
Paris Agreement on climate change.

In 2008, the UN established the UN-REDD programme to help developing countries
develop national REDD+ strategies. Countries supportive of REDD+ pressed for a strong
endorsement of national REDD+ programmes in the 2015 Paris Agreement on climate
change. However, while the Paris Agreement mentions the importance of reducing emis-
sions from deforestation and forest degradation (United Nations 2015: article 5.2), the idea
of REDD+ as a strategy was not endorsed. Table 13.1 below provides a timeline of some
important events in international forest politics since 1992.

Conclusion

It is often suggested that a forests convention would rationalise and harmonise global for-
ests governance. According to VanderZwaag and MacKinlay (1996: 2), a convention would
promote a more effective and holistic approach to global forests governance and address
the increasing fragmentation in the activities of international forest-related organisations.
Against this, it can be argued that there is no legal reason why a forest convention should
have a higher standing than any other freestanding legal instrument. Indeed, a forests con-
vention could, by adding another layer of international regulation, lead to further legal
uncertainties and complications. As Skala-Kuhmann (1996) has argued, ‘the notion of a
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“superconvention”, designed to serve as a kind of umbrella over existing conventions and
harmonize the areas they cover, is unprecedented in international law’. In any case, there is
no international political consensus for a convention.

Like its predecessors in the UN system, the UNFF has been unable to provide a coher-
ent coordinating focus for international forest management issues. Global forest policy
has developed not according to any rational design, but incrementally across several
international institutions. It has been argued in this chapter that international forest
policy has been strongly guided by neoliberalism, which favours voluntary action and
business-led, market-based initiatives, while eschewing regulation and a strong role for
the state. Both forest certification and the idea of REDD+ are based upon the principle
of voluntary action through international markets. States have no role in forest certifica-
tion. In the case of international tradeable emission permits, the role of states has been
confined solely to creating a new generation of property rights — the right to pollute —
and establishing the conditions for the international trading of these rights, after which
the state stands back and allows the market to set a price for carbon that will, hopefully,
reduce carbon emissions and incentivise forest protection. Similarly, states have created
the right to patent knowledge on biological resources as an intellectual property right.
Voluntary action characterises the EU’s policy to counter illegal-logging. However, EU
member states would have taken stronger action to tackle illegal logging had they been
able to do so. They have not done so because they were constrained by WTO rules. Over-
all, therefore, neoliberal principles have constrained and weakened international action
to conserve forests.

This leads onto a broader point that is relevant not just to international forest politics,
but more broadly to international environmental politics. International environmental
law is considerably weaker than the international legal instruments that promote neolib-
eral principles. International legal instruments on trade, investment and intellectual
property rights are now consolidated under the auspices of a single international organ-
isation: the WTO (Larner 2008). Gill (1995, 2002) has argued that there is now a ‘new
constitutionalism’ that codifies not the rights of people and publics, but the rights of
business and investors. To Gill, the WTO promotes “disciplinary neoliberalism’, namely
neoliberal principles that are backed by powerful developed states that exert influence
and control over international organisations. International environmental law is scat-
tered across several legal instruments and international organisations, whereas the WTO
agreements are administered by one body. For business corporations and other propo-
nents of neoliberalism, this has an advantage, as the WTO has stronger enforcement
mechanisms than international environmental law. States are required to implement
WTO law, including making any necessary changes to domestic law, on pain of sanctions.
International forest policy has been constructed so as not to fall foul of the WTO. On
other environmental issues, governments have become increasingly self-censorious,
avoiding any trade restriction measures that might not survive a WTO challenge (Ecker-
sley 2004). The WTO agreements have a stronger normative force than international
environmental law, and in this respect, they have established the limits of international
environmental policy.
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Conclusion

The future of global
environmental politics

Gabriela Kiitting

This book has attempted to explain what it means to study global environmental politics:
the history of environmental politics, the theoretical or conceptual frameworks within
which to situate debates, and the analytical lenses employed, as well as a variety of issue
areas/ case studies that form the biggest challenges today.

While the study of global environmental governance is important and continues to
occupy a predominant position in global environmental politics, many chapters here have
shown that it is important to see governance attempts as a particular juncture in the under-
standing of the global environment. Global governance becomes a wider field when we
include the importance of non-state actors, as Lucy Ford showed in her chapter and as
indeed many governance forms today incorporate. However, it is not only the actors but
also the fields of action that have changed considerably in recent times. While until not so
long ago attempts at regulating the causes of environmental problems focused on getting
states to agree to certain targets, we now have the options of economic tools, such as cap
and trade, of getting non-state actors involved in finding solutions to problems, and also of
taking into account new perspectives of how to conceptualize problems. For example, the
concept of sustainable consumption, as explained by Doris Fuchs and Frederike Boll, shows
that including society and how individuals behave both as political and economic entities
brings vital new dimensions to the field that become increasingly important, the signifi-
cance of which was overlooked for a long time. The same goes for ideas of justice and
equity. While justice had for a long time been looked at in terms of fair burden sharing
between states signing an international environmental agreement on a particular problem,
it has become clear that justice or equity is a lot more than that, and global solutions to
global problems need to be more accountable — that is, respect the rights of all. Timothy
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Ehresman and Dimitris Stevis discussed a variety of issues and concepts related to interna-
tional and global justice and equity, the main message being that the rights of communities
have to be respected at the local, regional, national, and global level for legitimate solutions
to environmental problems, particularly in the field of climate change.

Above all, the conceptual chapters have demonstrated how connected the political and
economic, the theoretical and the practical, the individual and the institutional, and the
local and the global are. John Vogler’s chapter on theories and concepts as much as Thomas
Hickmann and Markus Lederer’s chapter on global political economy and North-South
issues connect in ways that are complemented by Lucy Ford’s non-state actor emphasis.
The focus on consumption and justice are explored in detail in chapters five and six, but
play prominent roles in nearly all the chapters, be it in Lucy Ford, Hickmann & Lederer, or
the case studies. Hannah Hughes’ chapter focusing on environmental security shows how
framing aspects also have a huge bearing on how states perceive environmental problems.
Kyle Herman’s chapter shows how many different countries are not coming up with their
own clean technology solutions. Together, what all these chapters show is that it is exactly
this plurality of approaches that helps us to conceive of global environmental politics as a
whole, and such a plurality is needed for analyzing, interpreting, and finding solutions to
global environmental problems.

These gains in the development of global environmental politics are naturally comple-
mented by how we, as a global society, approach these challenges to our planet, our lives,
the lives of our children and their children, and ultimately all of our livelihoods. Here, our
case studies have given us important clues. The case studies are about some of the most
pressing problems; some of these are specific issues, some are difficulties particular sectors
are facing, and they all vary in scope and complexity. First of all, the case studies show that
a one-size-fits-all approach to global environmental problems clearly does not work, as
each and every problem and challenge is different and needs different solutions. Yet, it is
also clear that all problems and challenges need solutions at the global level — solutions that
have to be based on the current tools political scientists and policy makers have at their
disposal.

In terms of who has the responsibility for meeting the environmental challenges of the
21st century, the resounding answer is all of us in all political, social, and economic spheres.
Political action cannot be a top-down approach with governments telling their citizens
what to do — it also has to be bottom-up with the citizens telling their representatives what
they expect of them. Bottom-up movements must likewise be buttressed by sustainable
business models and government institutional supports for these new synergies. The econ-
omy must not simply become more sustainable with producers adopting more environ-
mentally friendly production methods; there also has to be a rethinking of how and what
we, as people, consume — and how we want our economy to be organized. Do we want an
economy based on a concept of infinite growth, or do we want more of a steady-state
economy? Do we want environmental problems to become security threats and have them
approached from this lens? Or do we see the roots of the problem in the organization of the
neoliberal political economy? Can we achieve change through activism? And do we want to
be active through non-state channels, or do we make the way we consume our political
action? These are a lot of questions and they require a lot of thought.
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However, we believe one of the biggest lessons of this book is that the environmental
problems of the 21st century cannot be resolved through global environmental governance
alone — their mechanisms, roots, and possible solutions are so complex that they require a
wider angle and action on more than one front. It was the aim of the authors and contrib-
utors of this volume to provide you with the tools to understand this complex web.
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