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Executive summary

This report was originally started as an opportu-
nity to contribute to the debate on what a good 
outcome from Copenhagen would look like for 
the UK and the world. While there is always a 
possibility this will change, it now seems unlikely 
that any binding agreement will be reached 
during the Copenhagen Conference.

In this rather gloomier light this report looks 
beyond Copenhagen – and even though the 
picture it paints of the state we are in is dark 
and there seems too little hope of immediate 
change, real and lasting progress is rarely handed 
down from above – it is always fought for from 
below. Just as movement on voting rights, sex 
equality and anti-poverty measures only came 
about because of pressure from below, so will 
action on climate change.

This report recognises that the global environ-
mental crisis is dire and that the targets set by 
Europe and the USA fail to address the situation 
we face. They fall far behind the science and 
fail to live up to our responsibility to the planet 
and the generations to come. The G8 countries, 
representing 13% of the world population, are 
responsible for more than 40% of global carbon 
emissions. What’s more concerning is that it is 
likely that within the next 10 to 20 years we will 
reach a tipping point – a point beyond which the 
forces set in motion by environmental degrada-
tion will multiply in a vicious cycle.

We face difficult decisions – decisions which 
can only be made collectively. Decisions on how 
we live our lives, share our scarce resources and 
protect our world for our children. These are 
decisions that we cannot make on our own – but 
equally they cannot be dictated from on high. 
Only through making these choices collectively 

and democratically can we hope to build a good 
green society.

Ed Miliband, the Secretary of State for Energy 
and Climate Change for the UK, has adopted a 
position that if modelled by the EU and the USA 
could have led to real progress at Copenhagen. 
While the failure to reach an agreement interna-
tionally is an issue that we must face globally, at 
home, the proposals put forward need support 
and investment.

This report recognises that the government 
cannot do it all on its own and as a society we all 
need to play our part too. So we ask the govern-
ment to do five things:

	 First, increase significantly investment in 
renewable energy. Such an increase starts 
to recognise the significance of the green 
agenda. At the moment renewables are still an 
afterthought.

	 Second, take a lead in the international 
community to make a deal match what is 
necessary and not just what feels politically 
feasible – it cannot be an agreement based on 
the lowest common denominator.

	 Third, while no panacea, carbon trading 
needs a fiscal stimulus to ensure it is part of 
the mix of policy options to deal with climate 
change.

	 Fourth, allow local government to borrow 
at low interest rates, on the bond market, 
to invest in local green agendas. The green 
agenda has a significant local element – 
communities have a huge role to play. By 
devolving the funding for some of these 
key projects communities can be empowered 
to make further sustainability changes 
themselves – encouraging movement like 
Transition Towns.

	 Fifth, look to establish alternative ways of 
measuring economic activity through green 
accounting and general well-being measure-
ments as recently adopted in France.

As individuals, as part of a community, and as a 
society we must also all play our part. Working 
together, whether it is in our homes, schools, 
churches or workplaces we can make a difference. 
It is doubtful that we can deal with climate change 
by tweaks and reforms to the world as it is now. 
Our lives are taken up too often with consuming 

This report recognises that the global environmental 

crisis is dire and that the targets set by Europe and the 

USA fail to address the situation we face



more. This high spend, high consumption society 
lies at odds with the sustainability of the planet. 
To get the right climate change deal we need to 
establish a different basis for the good society, 
one in which we take back control over our lives 
and have more time for the things that genuinely 
make us happy. A better quality of life and not 
just a greater quantity of things will make us 
more fulfilled, as will more time to be with people 
we love, to reduce inequality in our society and to 
promote greater democracy in the world around 
us. A sustainable world cannot be simply grafted 
onto a world of advanced consumer capitalism. 
Instead the anxiety, insecurity and exhaustion 
of living in such a world must be used to help 
the transition to a better kind of world in which 
lowering carbon emissions isn’t a punishment 
but a liberator.

Our politics may sometimes seem to have little 
hope – our MPs seem too interested in changing 
their homes rather than changing the world. But 
it is always darkest just before the dawn. While 
we should be under no delusions as to the seri-
ousness of the situation we face, there is always 
massive opportunity for change.
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The threat of  
climate change

The continued emissions of carbon and other 
gases are bringing about a change in the earth’s 
climate that seriously threatens the existence of 
humans and other species on this planet. While 
a diminishing lobby continues to question the 
science and the policy conclusions, there is now 
global political and social consensus concerning 
the threat and need for action.

There are numerous underlying causes of 
global warming, but they all cluster around a 
core issue: the concentration in our atmosphere 
of greenhouse gases, especially carbon dioxide, 
which trap solar radiation and result in contin-
uous planetary warming. Since the industrial 
revolution, the human consumption of fossil 
fuels, destruction of forests and oceans, and 
over-use of natural resources has added 1,800 
billion tons of CO2 to our atmosphere, and 
currently human activity adds a further 1,000 

tons of CO2 a second. Much of this is driven by 
soaring levels of consumption on the part of the 
West, fuelled by an economic system which made 
consumer spending its core rationale. While 
there is some divergence in opinion on targets 
that will sustain something like our current 
human population, the most widely agreed target 
now adopted by the EU is to prevent global 
average surface temperatures increasing more 
than 2 ºC above the pre-industrial (1850) level.

As well as greenhouse gas emissions, global 
warming creates results that increase its effects. As 
one of the world’s pre-eminent climate scientists, 
Professor James Hansen of NASA, put it: ‘There 
are tipping points in the climate system, which 
we are very close to, and if we pass them, the 
dynamics of the system take over and carry you to 
very large changes which are out of your control.’

The effect on our planet is potentially devas-
tating, and what’s worse, it is exacerbated by 
our modern consumerist lifestyle. Perhaps the 
most significant contributing factor is soaring 
consumer demand for products whose produc-
tion and transportation generate massive waste 
and pollution of carbon dioxide and other 

1  Sources: Tim Jackson, 
Sustainable Development 
Commission, March 2009; 
Ecosystem Appropriation by 
Cities (Royal Swedish Academy 
of Sciences); Pavan Sukhdev, 
Economist at Deutschbank; 
Greenpeace; Natural 
Resources Defense Council; 
Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change; New Scientist; 
European Space Agency; World 
Health Organization, Witnessing 
Change: Glaciers in the Indian 
Himalayas; Birla Institute of 
Technology (BIT).  

Box 1 Examples of how we are eroding sustainable life1 

•	 �The global economy has doubled since 1985 and degraded 60% of the world’s eco-systems.
•	 �Every year we lose 13 million hectares of forests and 6 million hectares of arable land, and add 75 million 

to the population.
•	 �The world’s 744 largest cities emit more CO2 than could be absorbed by all the world’s forests. New 

York’s eco-footprint is 1,000 times larger than the city; Tokyo’s energy needs exceed Japan’s bio-capacity 
by 200%.

•	 �Some 20% of the population (1.3 billion people) have no access to safe drinking water. The melting of 
Himalayan glaciers threatens the water supply of India, China and other South Asian nations.

•	 �The UN World Food Programme cannot feed even 70% of those in dire need because of soaring food 
prices resulting from top soil erosion, conversion to ethanol crops, and oil transport costs.

•	 �In the USA, wildfires in 2006 were 125% above the ten-year average.
•	 �The loss of the Arctic ice-cap, melting at 9% per decade, a loss of a million square miles in the last 30 

years, could result in ice-free Arctic summers by 2040, and sea level rise of 23 inches by 2100. The 
Northwest Passage became navigable in September 2007, for the first time in recorded history.

•	 �Up to one-third of all plant and animal species could become extinct if global average temperature 
increases reach 4.5 ºF. An increase of 3.6 ºF would destroy 97% of the world’s coral reefs.

•	 �The melting of West Siberia’s 1 million square mile frozen peat-bog could release 70,000 million tons of 
methane, an important greenhouse gas, into the atmosphere.

•	 �Global warming is increasing the risk of insect-borne disease. Peru’s efforts to eradicate malaria have 
been reversed; there have been 64,000 new cases this year. Azerbaijan, Tajikistan and Turkey have been 
added as malaria danger zones.



greenhouse gasses. This increase in consumer 
demand is accounted for in part by global 
population growth and the hyper-consumption 
patterns that have characterised the wealthy 
West over the last 50 years, and which have 
now become the basis for classical neo-liberal 
concepts of economic growth.

Our modern lifestyles have been made possible 
by technological advances, which in turn require 
and generate carbon energy, and are rapidly 
exhausting finite natural resources. If we continue 
on this trajectory even resources considered 
renewable will reach the point where their renewal 
is unlikely, because of over-use and the knock-on 
effects of global warming or pollution.

Scientists and politicians have understood the 
way in which these factors interact with global 
warming and the mechanisms of CO2-driven 
climate change since the early 1980s. Since then 
there have been important successful government 
interventions (such as that on acid rain – notably 
the Montreal Protocol). Research, debate and 
many treaties since then have been accompanied 
by increasingly dire predictions of what awaits 
our planet if we do not take momentous action. 
Yet while few in the west would deny the reality 
of what we are facing, there are far too many 
politicians stuck in a rhetoric of the past – of the 
wonder of mass consumption – and they seem 
to rely on the capacity of technology to solve 
all our problems. Although the dire warnings 
concerning global warming are heard and under-
stood, human behaviour continues unchanged.

In the countdown to the Copenhagen 
Conference, what was a broad scientific consensus 
on the ‘tipping point’ (when climate change will 
be irreversible regardless of what action we take) 
seems to be changing, and not in an optimistic 
direction. A few years ago, an influential body of 
scientists postulated that to avoid reaching that 
tipping point, we need to hold global average 
temperatures increases to a 2 ºC limit, the 
threshold at which atmospheric concentration 
of carbon dioxide and other global warming 
gasses2 [known as ‘CO2e’], cannot exceed 450 
ppmv (parts per million volume). An increasing 
number of leading climate scientists, including 
notably Dr Pachauri, chair of the IPCC, argue 
we should be aiming to reduce concentrations of 
atmospheric CO2 to 350 ppmv. In May 2008, the 
Mauna Loa observatory measured a record CO2 

atmospheric concentration of 387 ppmv3.  If the 
current average annual increase of 3.3% growth 
in emissions continues, the world will exceed the 
4,000 ppmv measure by December 2016.4 

One of the latest studies by the UK Department 
of Energy and Climate Change, released in 
September 2009, predicts that the current rate 
of global warming, if unchecked, will reach the 4 
ºC limit by 2060 over pre-industrial levels, rather 
than by 2100, which was the date projected by 
the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC) in its 2007 report. The latest findings 
indicate that the average increases would mask 
much higher increases in certain parts of the 
world, possibly to as high as 10 ºC in the Arctic, 
and Western and Southern Africa, which would 
destroy half the world’s animal and plant species, 
and endanger water supply to half the world’s 
population. A sharp reduction in carbon emissions 
would be needed in the next decade if the temper-
ature rise projections are to be avoided.5 

The state of play on carbon emissions

Expert opinion suggests that global emissions 
must peak and begin to decline by 2015–2020. 
This is accepted by Obama’s chief science adviser, 
John Holdren, and has also been articulated by 
Dr Pachauri, the chair of the IPCC. However, 
while many had high hopes for the prospects of 
Copenhagen, it now looks likely that no binding 
treaty will be signed. Perhaps what is more 
concerning is that during the run-up to the UN 
Climate Change Conference in Copenhagen, 
which was originally meant to renew the Kyoto 
Agreements, all major pledges are predicated 
on technological transformation that is still in 
its infancy, and facing a long development and 
start-up period, particularly carbon capture and 
storage (CCS) technology.

The countdown to Copenhagen has exacer-
bated existing political differences, with strong 
divisions emerging between the developed 
and developing world. Most of these divisions 
are not new, but Copenhagen is intensifying 
them, and many governments are taking up 
positions driven by national political agendas and 
economic interests.

Although G86  leaders disagree over some 
details on how to tackle climate change, they 
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2  CH4 – Methane, N2O – 
Nitrous Oxide, SF6 – Sulphur 
Hexafluoride, HFCs – 
Hydrofluorocarbons, and PFCs 
– Perfluorocarbons.

3  www.eoearth.org/article/
Herman_Daly_Festschrift-_
Socially_Sustainable_Economic_
Degrowth.

4  www.neweconomics.org/
gen/uploads/sewyo355prhb-
gunpscr51d2w29062005080838.
pdf.

5  www.guardian.co.uk/environ-
ment/2009/sep/28/met-office-
study-global-warming.

6  The world’s leading industrial 
nations; meeting as the G6 for the 
first time in 1975 (Britain, France, 
Germany, Italy, Japan and USA); 
becoming the G7 when Canada 
was admitted in 1976; Russia 
joining as an observer in 1994, 
and becoming a full member in 
1998.The G8 nations are collec-
tively the largest per capita carbon 
polluters, along with Australia and 
leading EU economies.
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broadly agree that reducing carbon emissions 
and returning to high levels of economic growth 
is perfectly compatible. They believe the crisis 
can be solved through a combination of tech-
nology, some relatively minor changes in public 
behaviour, and market-based incentives. The 
current recession and financial meltdown are 
regarded as blips, not fundamental flaws in the 
neo-liberal system. Technology will create more 
climate-friendly energy solutions, which the 
market will declare profitable, will create jobs, and 
the result will be not only a reduction of carbon 
emissions, but a return to the pre-recession era of 
economic growth. The message from G8 leaders 
to their nations is that although climate problems 
are real and urgent, and some tough choices may 
have to be made, a return to prosperity and our 
current way of life in rich countries, at least for 
the majority, is not in question. All we need to do 
is trust in technology and the market.

This position is now being challenged from a 
growing coalition of global-change scientists and 
economists including Professor Stern7, and the 
emerging group of economies from the devel-
oping world, especially China, India, Brazil, and 
Mexico, joined increasingly by other developing 
country allies.8 

The basic message of global-change scientists 
and ecological economists is that we must reduce 
carbon emissions and take other essential actions 
(especially the preservation of forests and oceans) 
to fight climate change. This view is obviously not 
compatible with the continued form of market-
based, largely unregulated economic growth 
founded on high consumption, advocated by 
G8 leaders and the Bretton Woods institutions.9  

Fighting global warming and environmental 
degredation more generally requires a funda-
mental change in our societies and economies. As 
citizens we can no longer sit quietly and wait for 
our government to act, we must now recognise 
that only by working together can we enact the 
sort of change that is necessary. Only through 
collective democratic decision-making can we 
build the good green society.

We must now as individuals and society, in 
our families and communities, make decisions 
based on our values – this is a moment when we 
can seize the things we really want for society 
and ourselves, whether that is the time to read 
a child a bedtime story or the space to grow our 

own veg. The turbo consumerism – which drives 
so much of our lives; which stands us firmly on a 
treadmill and tells us to run; and which accompa-
nies surging CO2, financial boom and bust, and 
growing national and global inequalities as part 
of a cycle of environmental, political, social and 
economic destruction – has to stop.

The standard response of the leaders of the 
wealthiest countries to the current recession is 
to restore previous levels of consumer spending, 
and to get the high street and the housing market 
operating again at their previous and hopefully 
increased levels. Going back to the shops and 
borrowing to do so is essentially what is meant 
by ‘green shoots’. The US and UK economies 
centre on the operation of the consumer market, 
the credit that drives them and financial trading 
based on these markets, which pour money into 
the pockets of the financiers in Wall Street and the 
City of London. In a world in which citizens have 
been turned into turbo-consumers, shopping 
is no longer simply functional or a source of 
comfort, it has become an addiction that fuels 
intractable debt at personal and national levels.

Neo-liberal economic philosophy is uncon-
cerned about what is made, transported, bought 
and sold. It is only the economic transactions that 
are counted in the calculation of GDP growth. 
The huge carbon emissions prices incurred 
through the manufacture, transportation and 
use of these commodities are not treated as costs; 
they are ignored.

The last several decades of consumption in the 
West have produced massive personal indebt-
edness, which has fuelled a speculative orgy in 
inadequately regulated financial markets that in 
turn has resulted in national debt levels beyond 
anything imaginable a few years ago. Turbo-
consumption and the speculative mechanisms 
that feed off this consumption have effectively 
mortgaged the future of our children. Add to that 
the harm done by massive carbon emissions, the 
environmental cost of this orgy, and we have a 
human-made disaster.

As a result of globalisation and the growth 
of China and other high-export developing 
nations, a significant proportion of soaring 
carbon emissions is now taking place within 
developing countries, manufacturing for export 
to the West. Chinese researchers and climate 
researchers at Tyndall Centre10  have calcu-

7  www.guardian.co.uk/envi-
ronment/2009/sep/11/stern-
economic-growth-emissions.

8  Especially Indonesia, Malaysia, 
South Africa, South Korea, 
Taiwain, Thailand and the Bolivar 
nations.

9  IMF and World Bank, along 
with international agencies like 
the World Trade Organization, 
take the lead in promoting the 
minimally regulated, global system 
of neo-liberal model of market-
based economic growth. This 
advocates that state involvement 
in the economy, regulatory and 
otherwise, should be minimal 
beyond providing the essential 
infrastructure for a private-sector-
driven economy, which essentially 
focuses on satisfying consumer 
spending, with a strong emphasis 
on exports. Built on the consumer 
market are elaborate systems 
of credit, financial speculation 
and trading in debts, futures and 
currency exchange. Increasingly 
the productive segment of this 
economic system has been rivalled 
and possibly surpassed by the 
financial speculative segment. The 
neo-liberal model advocates that 
the source of profit and wealth is 
of secondary importance, because 
accumulated wealth becomes 
capital, and through further invest-
ment trickles down through all 
socio-economic layers to reduce 
poverty. Because orthodox neo-
liberal economists who dominate 
Western administrations, the 
Bretton Woods institutions, 
corporations and financial institu-
tions insist that regulation is kept 
to a minimum, the system has 
operated for decades with almost 
no control of its environmental 
consequences.

10  www.tyndall.ac.uk/content/
carbon-emissions-scenarios-
china-2100.



lated that in 2004 manufacture for export to the 
West accounted for 23% of China’s total CO2 
emissions. Moreover, 58% of China’s exports are 
produced by multinational companies operating 
in China.11  Although high rates of consumption 
in the West continue to drive manufacture and 
exports from emerging economies, the solution 
for growing carbon emissions in these countries 
cannot be seen as solely their responsibility, 
especially given the large role played by transna-
tional corporations. Some have advocated that 
the accounting for these carbon emissions should 
be added to that of the countries of origin of 
corporations manufacturing overseas for export 
back to their own countries.

The global nature of the climate change threat 
has been reflected in the gradual enlargement 
of the G8 as the pre-eminent forum for nego-
tiating (or posturing about) carbon emissions. 
The G8 became the G8+5, when Brazil, China, 
India, Mexico and South Africa, all major carbon 
emitters, were invited to the G8 Gleneagles 
meeting in 2005. This group met in Washington 
DC in February 2007, and although no progress 
was made on climate change measures, two issues 
of principle were finally pinned down:

	 that politically there was no longer doubt that 
the carbon emission crisis is caused by human 
activity

	 the agreements on what to do about them 
would have to include developing countries.

On 25 September 2009 the G8 was formally 
replaced by the G20 as the pre-eminent global 
negotiating group,12  which represents the bulk 
of the global carbon emitters. Rather confusingly, 
the G20 exists alongside the Major Economies 
Forum on Energy and Climate launched by 
Obama in June 2009.13 

The G8 countries, representing 13% of the 
world population, are responsible for more than 
40% of global carbon emissions.  However, the 
reduction in carbon emissions14 in the industr-
ialised West as a result of the recession is being 
matched by the continued increase in carbon 
emissions in the emerging economies. China’s 
increase in CO2 emissions has been projected 
at an annual average of 11% a year since 2004.15  
In stark contrast to the West, China’s GDP 
growth rate is forecast at 8.9%, and India’s at 

7% in 2010.16  Indonesia’s GDP growth rate is 
projected at 5.4%17,  and GDP growth for other 
East Asian countries (Hong Kong, Singapore, 
South Korea, Taiwan) is forecast to reach at least 
5% next year. GDP growth inevitably means 
higher CO2 emissions. The world’s two largest 
carbon polluters are the USA and China, which 
between them account for just over 40% of total 
world CO2 emissions. EU countries account 
for another approximately 14%. Add India and 
Russia, each a little more than 5%, and Japan at 
a little below 5%, and this bloc of nations collec-
tively accounts for about 71% of total world 
CO2 emissions.

The political impasse on climate change action 
between the wealthy countries and the emerging 
economies bloc is well characterised by the way 
in which each side talks past one another when 
they refer to national responsibility for carbon 
emissions. The USA and its allies state that what 
matters are total global emissions, so China 
and other emerging economies are as much 
part of the problem as the West. The emerging 
economies bloc points out that the solutions 
cannot be found in that crass characterisation,  
because their per capita emissions are miniscule 
compared with the West, and treating them as 
equal polluters is to regard development as a 
Western privilege denied to them. Both sides 
have a point, but the fact that they are not inter-
secting is a major leadership failure. The basic 
facts illustrating these two viewpoints are shown 
in Table 1.

It is clear from this that the emerging 
economies have very low per capita emission 
levels (albeit, in some cases, high total 
emissions), and show almost universal rapid 
increases in emissions since 1990. The position 
in the West is more varied, with some countries 
showing reductions and others increases, or 
(as in the case of the USA) no reductions from 
already high levels. The critical factor is that 
many of the major polluting countries have 

11  www.chinadialogue.net/article/
show/single/en/1592.

12  Argentina, Australia, Brazil, 
Canada, China, European Union, 
France, Germany, India, Indonesia, 
Italy, Japan, Mexico, Russia, Saudi 
Arabia, South Africa, South Korea, 
Turkey, UK and USA; plus the 
World Bank and the IMF.

13  Australia, Brazil, Canada, 
China, European Union, France, 
Germany, India, Indonesia, Italy, 
Japan, Mexico, Russia, South 
Africa, South Korea, UK and 
USA, with Bangladesh, Costa Rica, 
Ethiopia, Lesotho, Maldives and 
Norway in the observer category.

14  www.greenpeace.org/interna-
tional/press/releases/g8-needs-to-
take-leadership-on.

15  International Energy Agency, 
http://earthtrends.wri.org/updates/
node/110.

16  Asian Development Bank, 
www.google.com/hostednews/
afp/article/

17  World Bank, http://seek-
ingalpha.com/article/162593-
why-indonesias-economy-and-
etf-may-see-higher-growth. 
ALeqM5gG2T0FM9ua 
W6XYdxF0p4IcMTPYCg.
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18  Norway $53,451 (3rd), USA 
$46,859 (6th), Netherlands 
$40,431 (9th), Canada $39,183 
(13th), Australia $37,299 (15th), 
Denmark $37,266 (16th), UK 
$36,523 (18th), Finland $36,217 
(20th), Germany $35,442 (21st), 
Japan $34,100 (24th).

19  Mexico straddles these two 
worlds with GDP per capita 
income of $14,560 (54th); 
thereafter, the list is Malaysia 
$14,072 (60th), Brazil $10,326 
(77th), Thailand $8,225 (86th), 
China $5,963 (100th), Indonesia 
$3,987 (121st), Philippines 
$3,546 (123rd), Vietnam $2,784 
(128th), India $2,762 (129th), 
Pakistan $2,739 (130th). These 
ten countries have a combined 
population of 3,530 million and 
account for 53% of the world’s 
population.

low per capita emissions and low GDP per 
capita. These countries understandably regard 
a demand from the West that all countries cut 
equally as a condition for Western cuts as being 
nonsensical and unjust, especially when ten of 
the largest polluting countries are among the 
world’s 25 wealthiest.18  The GDP per capita 
levels for the leading emerging economies are 
considerably lower and in line with modest per 
capita CO2 emission rates.19  At Copenhagen, 
the ten developing country members of the 
G20/Major Economies Forum will confront 
the West as the leaders for the developing 
world, which combined represents 83% of the 
world’s population, 2,003 million people, all 
in desperate need of growth, and without the 
technological methods or money to grow in a 

non-carbon way. Copenhagen cannot succeed 
without producing a solution that will permit 
developing countries to reduce poverty and 
provide decent social and economic prospects 
for their people. So far, despite efforts by the UK 
and a few other European countries, there is no 
agreed Western commitment beyond a vague 
commitment in principle from the EU, with 
everyone expecting someone else to pay.

Although technological advance is an essential 
part of the battle against carbon emissions, the 
suggestion that improved technology alone can 
support a continuation of our current levels of 
consumption in the West, and achieve the elimi-
nation of poverty and a decent standard of living 
for the majority of humankind, does not stand up 
to rigorous economic analysis.

Table 1 Key facts relating to the major carbon emitting countries

Country	 Population	 Total CO2 	 CO2 per capita 	 % change (pre- 	 GDP per capita 

	 	 emissions (tmt*)	 (tmt*)	 recession: 1990–2006)	 ($ppp**)

G8

Canada	 33,765,000	 639,403	 16.7	 +3.1	 39,098

France	 64,303,000	 383,310	 6.2	 −11.4	 34,205

Germany	 82,046,000	 808,767	 9.7	 −19.8	 35,539

Italy	 60,088,880	 449,948	 8.1	 + 19.7	 30,631

Japan	 127,590,000	 1,257,963	 10.1	 + 6.3	 34,116

Russia	 141,863,000	 1,524,993	 10.9	 −21.6	 15,948

UK	 61,634,599	 587,261	 9.4	 −6.0	 36,358

USA	 307,285,000	 6,049,435	 19	 0.0	 47,440

Other Western G20/Major Economies Forum

Australia	 21,896,000	 326,757	 18.1	 +4.0	 36,918

Netherlands	 16,535,207	 146,149	 10.3	 −8.0	 40,558

Norway	 4,834,000	 87,602	 8.6	 + 16.2	 53,738

Spain	 45,929,476	 330,497	 8	 + 35.6	 30,589

Sweden	 9,292,359	 53,033	 5.6	 −6.7	  37,334

G20/Major Economies Forum + 5 developing countries

Argentina	 40,134,425	 141,786	 4.4	 +25.7	 14,408

Brazil	 191,786,000	 331,795	 1.9	 +35.7	 10,466

China	 1,332,710,000	 5,012,377	 4.6	 +119.0	 5,970

India	 1,168,370,000	 1,342,962	 1.3	 +62.5	 2,780

Indonesia	 229,965,000	 378,250	 1.5	 +87.5	 3,980

Mexico	 107,550,697	 438,022	 4.1	 −15.2	 14,534

Saudi Arabia	 25,721,000	 308,393	 15.8	 +19.7	 23,814

South Africa	 49,320,000	 437,032	 8.6	 −5.5	 10,136

South Korea	 48,333,000	 465,643	 9.9	 +76.8	 27,692

Turkey	 71,517,100	 226,125	 3.6	 +38.5	 13,139

* tmt = thousands of metric tons    ** ppp = purchasing power parity



20  Kyoto fixed the caps below 
1990 emissions levels, at the same 
time as the IPCC called for reduc-
tions of 60–80% below those of 
1990, to stabilise CO2 by 2030.
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The choice that faces the West is whether 
consumption will be radically reduced invol-
untarily (as it has by the recession and 
financial collapse), through the sheer cost of 
energy (whether produced by conventional or 
renewable means), or whether West will make 
the decision collectively.

Can technology save us?

It’s an important question – much government 
policy is at least partly based on assumptions on 
the role of yet to be tested technology and while 
there can always be hope that these technological 
breakthroughs will make a significant impact, and 
it is probably fair to say they have a role to play 
– their potential is in danger of being overstated.

The debate over the nuclear power alterna-
tive continues. Advocates insist that it is the 
only credible solution to provide non-fossil elec-
tricity, that the new generation of nuclear plants 
is considerably safer, and that nuclear power 
has the best cost–benefit profile. Opponents 
question the accuracy of the cost structures 
declared by the industry, pointing out that the 
lifecycle carbon costs of plant construction and 
uranium extraction and refining are generally 
ignored. In addition, the long-term costs of 
decommissioning and the disposal and storage of 
radioactive waste are not properly calculated, or 
rely on as yet untested and technology whose cost 
is therefore unclear.

Even scientists like James Hansen, who support 
continued carbon capture and storage (CCS) 
research, view the technology as a distant future 
possibility, and not an option on which present 
carbon reduction targets should depend.

CCS experts acknowledge the risks in passing, 
usually with reassurances that they are not signif-
icant. Policy-makers never mention them. As 
with nuclear energy, we are being asked to back 
an alternative to polluting the atmosphere which 
depends on polluting the earth.

The other element of the technology debate, 
which is very attractive to politicians unwilling to 
suggest changes in life style, is to suggest ‘miracu-
lous’ solutions that can directly change the nature 
of the atmosphere or the way it is constituted. 
These high-cost schemes are very attractive to 
large technology corporations because they are 

likely to promise vast profits whether or not 
they work. The role that technology will play is 
as yet unknown – and this is perhaps the most 
important thing to remember. So although we 
can hope their contribution will be significant we 
really can never know.

The role of carbon trading

Western nations have placed great store in 
carbon trading as a mechanism for reducing 
industrially caused carbon emissions. Although 
the idea began in the USA, it has been pursued 
most rigorously by the EU, and is currently facing 
mounting corporate opposition, notably from 
Exxon, and scepticism in the land of its birth.

Carbon trading, also known as cap and trade, 
is based on the idea that caps are placed on 
carbon emissions, and trading in carbon permits 
is relied upon to reduce emissions below those 
caps. To create any incentive for the scheme to 
work, the caps have to be adequate on their own; 
once in place the system can be tightened and 
reduction in carbon can be incentivised.20 

There are notable critiques of the account-
ability, meaningfulness and workability of the 
trading aspects of the scheme. And there are 
serious doubts about whether questionable 
incentives operating in different ways across a 
vast number of autonomous commercial entities 
can ever end up as a coherent and reliable collec-
tive system for reducing carbon emissions. The 
largest industrial polluters in Western countries 
operate predictably on a ‘least-cost, most-profit’ 
basis, deciding whether the profits to be gained 
through a continuation of pollution below the 
carbon cap is worth more than the cost of 
buying permits, changing production methods 
or investing in improved technology that would 
reduce emissions. This is perhaps the biggest 
problem with the scheme, as the moment it 
begins to hurt manufacturers in the West, for 
example through the rising costs of permits 
due to scarcity as manufacturers expand carbon 
emissions in less developed countries, pressure 
will be placed on Western politicians by Big 
Carbon powerful interests to withdraw from such 
schemes, modify them so that the hard choices 
are watered down, or postpone or stop the tight-
ening of caps.
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21  www.guardian.co.uk/environ-
ment/2009/nov/02/barcelona-us-
climate-talks.

The difficulties so far of the EU scheme, 
caused in part by widespread manipulation of 
permit values and cases of outright fraud, have 
not reduced the enthusiasm of those G8 poli-
ticians who advocate cap and trade as their 
major strategy for dealing with commercially 
generated CO2 emissions. They are opposed by 
an increasing lobby of scientists, notably James 
Hansen of NASA, who advocate simple carbon 

caps, and where needed carbon taxes, to control 
corporate behaviour. What is clear is that no 
system is perfect and no system will work on its 
own. Carbon trading if adopted must be given a 
sound enough footing to ensure it can be effective 
and certainly must be accompanied by other 
measures of reducing polution.

Debates continue on whether or not the West’s 
commitments to reductions in emission targets 
wlll be met given the lack of resources beind 
them. While the UK’s emission targets are radical 
in their outlook they now need fiscal support to 
make them a reality. Sceptics query how genuine 
the West’s commitments are when targets are 
far in the future, such as the 2050 target of the 
US administration. These targets protect current 
administrations from having to take immediate 
tough action, which could spark resistance from 
voters and weaken their re-election hopes. As a 
consequence, the level of analysis that accompa-
nies such pledges is seldom cogent and rigorous 
enough to explain how the targets will be reached. 
The determination and commitment of the leader 
making the pledge simply has to be trusted.

The time-scale of the targets is not the only 
problem. The targets themselves are viewed by 
developing countries and an increasing body 
of climate experts as being far too low. Every 
month, scientific evidence casts doubt on the 
adequacy of the 2 °C, 450 ppmv, thresholds 
to prevent irreversible climate damage, on the 

accuracy of the amount of emissions that are 
already taking place and will continue, on the 
pace at which global warming is happening, and 
on its likely consequences. None of the news 
from this accumulating data is good news. By 
sticking to their modest targets, the EU and many 
Western governments portray themselves as out 
of touch and understating the problem, and are 
unlikely to inspire confidence either in the West 
or among developing countries.

A significant factor in this problem is the 
unwillingness of the USA, as the largest per 
capita polluter, to make a serious contribution to 
emission reductions. Not only are Obama’s 2020 
targets for emissions cuts – by a ludicrous 4–7% 
from 1990 levels21 – the lowest in the West, devel-
oping countries are witnessing open congres-
sional, corporate and public opposition to these 
targets. They worry that a future Republican 
administration might not see itself bound by any 
international pledges that Obama makes.

 Sceptics query how genuine the West’s commitments 

are when targets are far in the future, such as the  

2050 target of the US administration.



22  www.publications.parlia-
ment.uk/pa/cm200809/cmselect/
cmintdev/177/17709.htm.
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The UK low carbon 
transition plan and road 
to Copenhagen

In the UK our position on Copenhagen is 
something to be proud of. The Secretary of State 
for Energy and Climate Change, Ed Miliband, 
has put forward a comprehensive and impressive 
position on climate change and the necessary 
green agenda, which is arguably one of the most 
ambitious in Europe:

	 The UK is one of the few Western nations to 
commit to intermediate date targets (between 
now and 2020). The path has been set for 
Britain’s greenhouse gas emissions to fall by 
22% by 2012, by 34% by 2020 (18% on 2008 
levels) and by at least 80% by 2050, compared 
with the levels in 1990.

	 There is a commitment to local community 
participation, ‘clean energy cash-back’ 
schemes so that people, businesses and 
communities will be paid if they use low 
carbon sources to generate heat or electricity.

	 The government will reward financially 
small-scale low carbon electricity generation, 
with feed-in tariffs from April 2010.

	 The government has supported a number of 
community action initiatives to help people 
live more sustainably.

	 An effective way of reducing energy demand 
is by introducing minimum energy effi-
ciency standards for new products on sale. 
EU countries agree the rules on minimum 
energy efficiency standards for products such 
as white goods and televisions.

	 The government is pushing to extend the 
ambition set out in the 2007 Energy White 
Paper, aiming to doubling the emissions 
savings expected by the measures agreed so 
far, by 2020.

	 Over three-quarters of the energy used in 
homes is for heating rooms and water, most 
of which comes from gas-fired boilers. This 
accounts for 13% of the UK’s greenhouse gas 
emissions, but by 2050 emissions from homes 
need to be almost zero. The Transition Plan, 

along with wider policies, will cut emissions 
from homes by 29% on 2008 levels.

Notwithstanding these positive aspects, there are 
a number of serious questions about the govern-
ment’s stated policy.

The size of emission reduction targets

Although the UK has set more impressive targets 
than the EU requires, they appear inadequate 
given the accumulating evidence that the 2 
°C/450 ppmv thresholds are too high, that past 
and current emissions have been seriously under-
stated, that global warming is happening much 
faster and at a greater scale than was believed just 
two years ago, and that the consequences will be 
even worse than forecast. The intermediate target 
date of 2012 adds credibility to the proposals, 
but the aim to reduce emissions by 22% seems 
modest. Given the government’s reliance on the 
nuclear and CCS coal options, and what many 
see as an inadequate commitment to renewables, 
there may be no simple way of accelerating the 
targets and pace, without rethinking the strategy. 
As Britain wishes to be seen as the world leader 
in the global climate change campaign, it is 
essential that the government acknowledges the 
new conclusions about the size and speed of the 
emission cuts required, as has been done recently 
by Lord Stern,22  whose report formed the basis 
of the government strategy. It is to be hoped that 
Copenhagen will prompt a rethink of the strategy 
and targets.

The credibility of the strategy

Like most other Western carbon reduction pledges, 
the UK’s is stronger on claims and commitments 
than it is on strategy. It is not at all clear how the 
emission reductions pledged will be achieved. The 
UK Low Carbon Transition Plan, the government’s 
chief document addressing its climate change 
programme, fails to provide a cogent economic 
analysis and appraisal of how this will happen, or 
a credible strategy for how it will be implemented 
and monitored. It is disingenuous of the govern-
ment to promote the view that the claimed 21% 
reductions achieved since 1990 are the result 
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23  www.neweconomics.org/
gen/12345news_mirageandoasis.
aspx.

24  www.sd-commission.org.uk/
file_download.php?target=/publica-
tions/downloads/Wind_Energy-
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25  www.nef.org.uk/renewableen-
ergy/hydro.htm.

of government policy, rather than the drop in 
economic activity due to the financial collapse 
and recession, together with carbon reductions 
‘bought’ in the developing world, which may or 
may not be real or have happened anyway.

The problem of cutting CO2 by more than the 
target 34% carbon emissions by 2020 is underlined 
by the weak investment in renewable energy stated 
in The UK Low Carbon Transition Plan. The major 
point of contention in the government strategy is 
the relatively low investment in renewable energy 
sources, compared with its reliance on nuclear 
power and clean coal based on carbon sequestra-
tion, and its open admission that ‘during the transi-
tion’ there will be an intensification of the use of 
Britain’s oil and gas resources. Because of their lead 
time, neither nuclear nor clean coal alternatives 
have much relevance to the 2020 target time frame. 
Even leaving aside the major problems of disposal of 
radioactive waste, the high cost of development and 
decommissioning, and the risk factor, additional 
nuclear power would probably begin operation no 
sooner than the 2020s, despite the confidence of the 
government; developers like E.ON have told the 
government that new nuclear energy production 
will not be online until at least 2020.

It is unlikely that the contention over nuclear 
power and CCS will be easily resolved politically, 
because there are few fundamental differences 
between the Tories and Labour. The major issue 
is the extent to which a reliance on these two 
options has and will continue to restrict the 
government’s investment in renewable energy, 
with a target of obtaining only 30% of electricity 
from renewable sources by 2020. As it is unlikely 
that there will be new nuclear energy or commer-
cial scale CCS before 2020, we will continue to 
rely on fossil fuels for the next 11 years. Although 
the goal of reducing global warming is stated as a 
national and global priority, the means of accom-
plishing this goal, in the UK as in the USA, relies 
heavily on commercially attractive strategies.

The UK’s alternative energy potential

The core of the debates surrounding climate 
change technology centres on two main issues:

	 Are strictly renewable and safe methods of 
generating energy sufficient, or is it unavoid-

able that heavy reliance is placed on risky or 
unproven solutions?

	 Are there technological miracles within our 
reach which will remove the dangers and 
pressures on us to modify our behaviour, and 
allow us to return to ‘living as normal’?

The conventional wisdom in Westminster is 
that renewable energy sources, while highly 
important, will not be sufficient, and we will 
continue to depend on a more controlled use of 
fossil fuels and a few other problematic options: 
nuclear power, clean coal and potentially unsus-
tainable renewable sources like bio-fuels.

By European standards, Britain has abundant 
renewable energy sources. NEF has calculated 
that Britain has 40% of Europe’s wind resources, 
enough to provide 800% of the country’s elec-
tricity.23  Wind Power in the UK, published 
by the government’s Sustainable Development 
Commission, states that ‘technological advances 
mean there are no limits to the amount of wind 
capacity that can be added to an electricity 
system... Wind power may even become one of 
the cheapest forms of electricity generation over 
the next 15 years.’24 

Wave power alone has the potential of contrib-
uting 15% and tide power 6.5%. Small-scale 
hydro has been seriously neglected, and is one of 
the cheapest and most reliable sources of energy, 
capable of generating 200 MW per year.25  Solar 

Box 2 Britain’s energy use

Where energy is used:
•	 Transport	 36%
•	 Households	 30%
•	 Industry	 21%
•	 Agriculture and services	 13%

Sources of electricity:
•	 Gas	 38%
•	 Coal	 35%
•	 Nuclear	 22%
•	 Renewables	 3%
•	 Oil	 1%
•	 Hydro	 1%
•	 Imports	 1%

Source: www.neweconomics.org www.berr.gov.uk/files/file29698.pdf.
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30  The use of boilers with fuel 
cells that provide both heat and 
power domestically, generating 
high value electricity from a low 
cost fuel.
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PV could contribute between 5% and 10%. The 
objection to solar used to be cost, but costs have 
dropped by up to one-third since 1980. The 
government has largely withdrawn from this sub-
sector. As a result, the UK target was to install 
only 6,000 roof-mounted PV cells, compared 
with targets of installing 140,000 in Germany and 
400,000 in Japan.26 

Geothermal sources are also under-used; they 
could meet 2% of Britain’s electricity needs from 
south-west England alone, and their potential 
is virtually limitless. The UK has some of the 
largest biomass applications in Europe27 (the Tees 
Renewable Energy Plant based on biomass will be 
the largest in the world28) and has been assessed as 
capable of providing 4,000 MW by 2020. Landfill 
gas is capable of providing 1,000 MW by 2010. 
Decentralised renewables’ microgeneration, in 
addition to using renewable sources, has great 
value in harnessing community participation 
and building self-reliance and respect for energy 
use. If progress can be accelerated in providing 
simple and low cost connectivity to the grid, 
the Network for Alternative Technology and 
Technology Assessment calculates that micro-
generation ‘could supply as much power as the 
UK nuclear programme’.29  Because renewables 
are intermittent, the optimum solution lies in the 
combination of all available renewable sources, 
which, if combined with domestic combined 
heat and power (dCHP),30  could according to the 
Oxford Environmental Change Institute meet all 
of Britain’s electricity needs without dependence 
on nuclear power.31 

A study released in late September by Poyry, 
Europe’s leading independent energy consult-
ants, reached the conclusion that the intermittent 
nature of wind energy is an overstated problem, 
and that there is no technical obstacle to the 
significant use of wind-based energy. Another 
Poyry studied showed that if the UK was to meet 
its existing renewables and existing efficiency 
targets there would be no requirement for any 
new nuclear or coal capacity before 2020.32 

The issue of public investment

If renewable energy technology is not sufficiently 
commercially viable to allow a reliance on the 
private sector, it is clearly essential that the UK 

governement supports funding renewables as 
part of a green new deal.

Although the government’s commitment to 
renewable energy has been made clear in principle, 
the investment is not ambitious enough. Reliance 
on measures like the Renewable Option (RO)33  

may have tripled renewable energy sourcing of 
electricity, but this was from a very low base of 
only 1.8%, and at this rate, by 2026 only 21.2% of 
electricity would be based on renewable sources. 
The government announced that ‘the wind farms 
under construction today and those awaiting 
construction will together produce enough elec-
tricity for another 5.5 million UK homes’.34  That 
is still only one-fifth of the total number of homes 
in the UK.35  We need to think bigger.

The government has stated that its overall energy 
transition plan will cost between £25 billion 
and £29 billion. Yet the latest investments in 
renewable schemes announced by Ed Miliband 
in July 2009, although rightly welcomed, seem 
insufficent (just £405 million) within this cost 
framework. What’s more, this is around half of 
the sum received by failed RBS bankers in bonus 
payments.

Ed Miliband reported that his department 
spent £4,085 million in the latest fiscal year. 
The commitment outlined above of spending 
£405 million on renewable schemes, which are 
probably multi-year, would represent about 10% 
of his expenditure, and 0.8% of the total UK 
resource budget. It would be difficult on that 
basis alone to conclude that development of 
renewable energy sources is a top government 
priority. This is thrown into further relief when 

Box 3 Some government investment 
in renewables

•	 £60 million on wave and tidal sources
•	 £120 million for offshore wind
•	 �£10 million for accelerated development of 

electric cars
•	 �£11 million for improved planning of 

renewable energy projects
•	 �£6 million to launch development of the 

Smart Grid
•	 �£6 million to fund deep geothermal energy 

exploration.
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you look at the fact that it is estimated that nearly 
half of the Department for Energy and Climate 
Change’s budget each year is needed for dealing 
with nuclear waste.

The role of the market

The UK government has over-rated the role of 
the market and the private sector in the battle to 
stop global warming. There is little evidence that 
market-driven incentives and an accumulation 
of hundreds of thousands of decisions made by 
individual companies can possibly result in the 
achievement of meeting carbon reduction targets. 
In principle, this approach is like a lottery. There 
may be theories and schemes about how it will 
work and what it takes to win, but it remains an 
unmanageable situation and the approach thor-
oughly unstrategic. In the battle against global 
warming, we should not be held ransom to the 

possibility of ‘unforseen market failure’. The 
private sector will undoubtedly contribute in 
terms of research into and building of alternative 
renewable technologies, helping to market and 
distribute products relevant to fighting climate 
change, and co-investing in developing country 
schemes to build self-reliance in low carbon 
energy. But all of these important roles will 
have to take place within a defined and carefully 
managed public-sector framework operating at 
national and international levels, with substantial 
public funding. Ed Miliband needs to go further 
than simply moving towards a less-market 
focused, more strategic approach to dealing with 
Britain’s climate and energy woes.

Failure to account for carbon costs

GDP growth has been calculated for decades 
without any acknowledgement of the carbon 
emissions costs of that growth. It is not surprising, 
therefore, that the government continues to be 
somewhat cavalier in comparing the price of 
renewable technologies with modified fossil fuel 
and nuclear alternatives without factoring in the 
full carbon lifecycle cost of the alternatives (the 
mining and transportation of the coal, the extrac-
tion and processing of uranium, the carbon costs 
of transport and storage of waste and sequestra-
tion). There has been far too much reliance on 
commercial proposals that are bound to under-
count the carbon costs. Treating the choices 
involved in this challenge as commercial, within 
the private sector, does not do justice to the 
gravity of the choices, and could very well result 
in the wrong decisions in the long term based on 
short term cost imperative.

Reliance on carbon trading markets

The UK government is one of the most enthu-
siastic promoters of carbon trading as the main 
instrument for reducing carbon emissions caused 
by the private sector. At the heart of the plan is 
the EU Emissions Trading System, the single 
most important policy to reduce UK emissions, 
which is expected to deliver emissions reductions 
from the power sector and heavy industry of 22% 
on 2008 levels by 2020.36 

Table 2 Britain’s public expenditure  

allocations 2008

Department 	 £ million	 %

Work and Pensions	 132,732	 25.6

Health	 104,464	 20.1

Education and Skills	 68,060	 13.1

Defence	 38,986	 7.5

Tax, Excise and Treasury	 30,802	 5.9

Communities & Local Gvt	 28,186	 5.4

Scottish Government	 26,469	 5.1

Northern Ireland Executive	 14,667	 2.8

Home Office	 13,877	 2.7

Welsh Assembly Government	 12,785	 2.5

Transport	 10,150	 2.0

Cabinet Office	 10,090	 1.9

Trade and Industry	 6,015	 1.2

Culture, Media and Sport	 5,042	 1.0

International Development	 4,772	 0.9

Ministry of Justice	 4,086	 0.8

Environment	 3,099	 0.6

Foreign & Commonwealth Office	 1,859	 0.4

Northern Ireland Office	 1,370	 0.2 

Law Officers’ Departments	 718	 0.1

Dept Expenditure Limit Reserve	 600	 0.1

Unallocated Special Reserve	 400	 0.1

Total resource budget	 519,229	 100.0

Source: HM Treasury, http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk.
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As this is an EU scheme, the mechanism 
provides little scope for the government to 
reduce carbon caps faster than the scheme 
will do. It is essential that the British govern-
ment remains vigilant and critical, and does 
not allow its programme to be held hostage 
to a deficient scheme. The main deficiency 
remains the inherent incentive structure that 
relies on a modest cap. Another problem from 
the government’s perspective is that the scheme 
was originally envisaged as one that would grow 
to incorporate at least all major Western high 
polluting nations, and ideally extend to the larger 
emerging economies from the developing world. 
However, the EU scheme remains the world’s 
only long-term carbon trading system, and 
other potential country members are showing 
increasing reluctance to join.

The UK’s stated policy position towards the 
Copenhagen summit is one of the most enlight-
ened in the G8 bloc. The government has:

	 stated that the contributions of all nations is 
an investment in saving the planet from catas-
trophe

	 recognised that conventional measurements 
of economic progress have become inad-
equate

	 recognised that the capacity of developing 
countries to adjust to a low carbon world will 
require a significant financial contribution 
from the West

	 stated that the West has to transfer resources 
to developing countries for climate change 
programmes in addition to already pledged 
development assistance37 

	 established a target figure for transfers from 
the West for low carbon adaptation

	 recognised the right for developing countries 
to be fully represented in global climate 
change governance.

There are a number of other important issues 
that the government will have to face before and 
during Copenhagen itself:

	 The 100 billion euros of combined public and 
private money a year by 2020 is too little – as 
Ban Ki Moon and Nick Stern have argued. 
All the EU has agreed is the principle of the 

transfer with no internal EU agreement on 
the source of funds, the mechanism for such 
a transfer, or individual contributions. The 
USA has not even approved the principle.

	 There is not the strong, widespread convic-
tion that, as the EU and Britain hopes, the EU 
carbon trading system can provide a principle 
source of funds for such a transfer without the 
risk of ‘double counting’ emission reductions.
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The debate outside  
the West

High exporting developing countries are making 
a strong case that current market prices for their 
raw materials and commodities purchased by 
the West do not reflect the environmental costs 
of their production. This happens when, as is 
usually the case, the producers are private, unreg-
ulated and unconcerned about real costs (often 
social as well as environmental). In addition, 
despite growing awareness now, most developing 
country governments have been either oblivious 
to or unconcerned about these costs.38 

In the run up to Copenhagen, the developing 
country bloc under the leadership of Brazil, 
China, India, Mexico and South Africa (with 
Indonesia, South Africa and the Bolivar nations 
as strong supporters) have seized the initiative, 
and have emerged as a formidable force. There 
are four important principles and ideas that unify 
their position:

	 Western governments should accept the 
principle of the historic responsibility and 
burden for carbon emissions, because rapid 
and inadequately regulated economic growth 
has been responsible for the current disastrous 
levels of atmospheric pollution, and because 
of their failure to act when the science became 
clear 20 years ago; most developing countries 
would agree with the principle that the West 
has a major responsibility to find and finance 
the solution; some (such as India and Bolivia) 
have stated this position in particularly tough 
terms, calling for a penalty or carbon tax to be 
levied on the West.

	 Major developing countries will not be willing 
to make verifiable commitments to emissions 
cuts and the kind of monitoring the West 
requires, while the West is unwilling to make 
its own dramatic cuts and be subject to the 
same monitoring; by and large, the emission 
reduction targets offered by OECD countries 
are seen as grossly inadequate.

	 The West has to commit not only to major 
cuts but also to transfers of wealth adequate to 
enable developing countries to establish and 

use renewable, non-carbon energy sources in 
their pursuit of poverty reduction and accom-
plishing a standard of living taken for granted 
in the West.

	 The G8 does not have a monopoly over 
dictating what measures are needed to reduce 
carbon emissions, and in that spirit a number 
of emerging economies have tabled their own 
innovative proposals and commitments.

The leading developing countries are demanding 
that the West commits to emission cuts that 
are in line with the latest scientific projections, 
which require reductions of 40% or more by 
2020. The major Western countries are offering 
between 12% and 19%. Within the G8 and the 
EU, there are few countries that appear willing 
to act on the developing country bloc demands. 
Japan has emerged alongside Britain with the 
most ambitious carbon emissions reduction target 
of any developed country with the exception of 
Norway, offering a cut of 25% by 2020 on 1990 
levels.39  Meanwhile, the USA and the EU continue 
to resist the call for deeper cuts, as well as the scale 
of transfer of resources to developing countries, 
and remain insistent that developing countries 
set tough carbon reduction targets. Despite the 
differences, for example between India and China, 
there is enough consensus in the ‘plus five bloc’ to 
remain firm on their principal demands, and at the 
time of writing, there is an impasse.

Meanwhile, many developing countries have 
been upstaging the G8 and EU by announcing 
ambitious climate-change programmes that place 
them in the vanguard of commitment to tackling 
global warming. Indonesia has announced it 
will cut its emissions by up to 41% by 2020 
below business as usual;40 India has produced an 
ambitious plan to generate 20 GW of solar power 
by 2020;41  Mexico has proposed a global fund 
to finance transition to carbon-free economies,42  

and received praise from the Inter-American 
Development Bank for its ambitious climate 
change programme with a reduction of carbon 
emissions of 18% by 2012;43 Brazil has offered a 
target of a cut of almost 40% below its business as 
usual trajectory;44 and China is now ranked fourth 
in the world in terms of energy derived from 
windpower, and is progressing towards meeting its 
goal of producing 15% of its energy from renewa-
bles by 2020.



45  www.sd-commission.org.uk.

46  Sources and more informa-
tion: www.eoearth.org/article/
Green_accounting, www.eoearth.
org/article/Indicators_of_sustain-
able_development, http://unstats.
un.org/unsd/envaccounting/
seea.asp.
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The alternative vision  
of a low carbon 
emissions world

The predominant model proposed by Western 
leaders relies on some combination of factors. 
Most proposals combine:

	 use of technology to reduce the carbon 
emissions of high-usage fossil fuels (by 
treating coal and oil to sequester or reduce 
carbon, or modifying the operation of 
machinery and internal combustion engines 
to reduce emissions or increase efficiency)

	 use of commercially attractive alternatives 
such as nuclear and ethanol

	 energy-usage efficiencies in buildings
	 market mechanisms such as carbon trading 

to ‘send price signals’ about carbon costs and 
create incentives to reduce or compensate for 
carbon emissions

	 research into atmospheric alteration tech-
nologies

	 relatively small investments in proven and 
promising renewable energy resources

	 long-term targets for reducing emissions 
based less on current methods and more on 
hoped-for breakthroughs

	 exhortation on developing countries, espe-
cially the emerging economies, to cut or avoid 
technologies on which the West is reliant and 
will continue to use in some form, to preserve 
resources essential to halting global warming 
(especially forests and water sources), and 
reduce population growth.

The EU and other G8 members have given only 
the most generalised support to Britain’s call for 
financial transfers from the West to assist this 
transition; at the time of writing, no money is on 
the table.

Almost any serious approach to climate 
change would contain some of these compo-
nents, especially research on carbon alternatives, 
and efficiency measures. However, the alterna-
tive approach insists on a full integration of 
climate and natural resource management into 

socio-economic management of change. The 
work of ecological economists like Herman Daly 
has created a powerful international movement, 
strongly represented in the UK by Tim Jackson’s 
Sustainable Development Commission45 and 
Prosperity Without Growth, and elsewhere by a 
number of organisations.

Although there are differences in emphasis 
among these increasingly influential agencies 
and their alternative vision, they appear to 
share a rigorous dedication to empirical data on 
climate change.

Environmental Sustainability Index (ESI), the 
Sustainable Development Index (SDI) and the 
Wellbeing Index (WI), which supplement the 
UN’s Millennium Development Goals, and 
Human Development Index

Ecological Footprint (EF) measures whether a 
country, region, city or other entity is operating 
within criteria of ecological sustainability.

These alternative visions have demonstrated 
that the only way in which the world can make 
the transition to a renewable, non-carbon global 
economic system, and allow the poorer countries 

Box 4 Examples of indicators for 
sustainable human development46 

Green accounting incorporates the source and 
sink functions of environmental assets into 
national and corporate accounts.

Integrated environmental and economic 
accounting (UN, 2003) incorporates:
•	 �data on industrial inputs of energy and 

materials and generation of waste and 
pollution

•	 �data on industry, government and household 
costs to protect the environment and 
natural resources

•	 �data on baseline natural resource stocks 
(land, fish, forest, water and minerals) and 
changes

•	 �adjustments of macroeconomic aggregates 
for depletion and degradation costs.

Pressure-State-Response Framework (PSRF) 
OECD: a system of environmental indicators
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to achieve an acceptable standard of living, is for 
economic and energy consumption in the West to 
drop, even out equitably, and stabilise. This will 
permit the transfer of resources from the West to 
developing countries, to help them establish the 
non-carbon renewable energy resources that will 
allow them to improve standards of social justice, 
incomes and essential services, while protecting 
the world from the dangers of further disastrous 
global warming.

In recent years, the comprehensive and inte-
grated approach to global sustainability has 
gone beyond calculations and concepts, and has 
evolved into sophisticated systems. The tools that 
have been developed challenge the assumption 
underlying neo-liberal economics, that resources 
can be treated as if they are unlimited, and that 
only if they have to be purchased is their market 
cost at the point of use of concern. Instead, 
specialists like Professor Peter Bartelmus of 
Bergische Universitat Wuppertal, working with 
the UN Environmental Programme (UNEP), is 
tackling the task of bringing together the mass of 
separate indicators that have emerged over the 
last decade to replace reliance on classic GDP 
growth, and together constitute ‘indicators for 
and of sustainable development’ – the economic, 
environmental, social and institutional dimen-
sions essential for sustainable human develop-
ment, quality of life, and socioeconomic welfare. 
The goal of many of these indicators is to present 
a different view from the belief that human 
happiness and welfare can be measured simply 
in terms of disposable income, and the wealth of 
countries by their GDP.

Establishment economists have fought back, 
claiming that climate change does not require any 
fundamental restructuring of Western societies or 
any departure from models of perpetual growth.

Although the ecological economics movement 
has yet to penetrate the policy thinking of G8 

leaders, it has found strong support among 
developing country’s environmental movements, 
and has even had some marginal influence on 
conservatives like Lord Stern, who has conceded 
that economic growth cannot continue forever. 
The principles of this movement can be summa-
rised as follows:

1.	 The population and needs of the earth have 
reached the point at which environmental 
resources present a clear limit to economic 
activity, and require us to make choices indi-
vidually, as communities and as nations. 
Growth will not be unlimited, and so it is 
necessary to decide what is essential and what 
is optional. As the world’s global economic 
system is driven by consumer markets, 
consumption itself will have to be managed, 
cut back where it is out of control, and made 
not just more relevant to genuine sources 
of happiness, but also affordable. Credit-
driven consumption has been the founda-
tion for the worst economic collapse since 
the Great Depression, and despite the hopes 
of G8 political leaders that that economy 
can be restored, that is simply ignoring the 
most obvious lessons of the current financial 
collapse and recession, and out of kilter with 
soaring carbon emissions caused mainly 
by the drive for unmanaged consumer and 
profit-driven economic growth.

2.	 A recognition that our environmental 
resources represent a limit to economic 
activity, and that gratuitous and irrespon-
sible use of fossil fuel energy has created a 
global climate warming crisis, must result 
in the conclusion that the world’s wealthiest 
societies cannot engage in unlimited contin-
uous economic growth, but instead have to 
focus on how best to safeguard the scarce 
resources available, improve the distribu-
tion of assets and wealth, and make sustain-
ability rather than the speculative activities 
of the financial sector the key priorities for 
government. Because it is unlikely that any 
G8 politicians will have the courage to tell 
their populations the truth about the adjust-
ments needed, it is most probable that the 
sheer increasing cost of using both polluting 
energy sources and renewable energy sources 

The goal of many of these indicators is to present a 

different view from the belief that human happiness and 

welfare can be measured simply in terms of disposable 

income and the wealth of countries by their GDP.
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will reduce consumption involuntarily, and 
force consumers to make more educated 
choices. There will, of course, be organisa-
tions and public action groups which have 
already anticipated the choices that have to 
be made. Hopefully some part of society in 
developed countries will come to its senses 
before being forced to do so. Their positive 
impact will be greater where critical thinking 
is valued more than conformity and respect 
for authority. Elsewhere, they will be regarded 
as catastrophists.

3.	 There is no way in which the progress 
of developing countries and especially the 
emerging economies can be halted. The 
West has no choice but to make space 
for their progress, support their drive to 
defeat poverty and achieve a decent standard 
of living. Making space means two things: 
cutting back on the carbon-emissions-inten-
sive consumption and growth, and transfer-
ring wealth to enable developing countries to 
develop and use renewable energy resources. 
If the West refuses to make these transfers, 
there will be no end to global warming, 
because much of the developing world will 
simply continue to rely on fossil fuels and 
the destruction of forests.

4.	 While technological progress will make an 
important contribution, it will not fundamen-
tally change the choices that have to be made 
today. Technology will not make endless 
and unlimited economic growth possible. 
Ultimately, the G8 politicians are positing a 
false choice: the use of technology to make 
continued economic growth possible. The 
realistic goal is a reshaping of the national 
and individual lifestyles in the West that 
are possible within the limits that future 
renewable energy sources define.

Going local

Big global climate change deals will only happen 
and work if they are reflected in changes of 
values and action on the ground. It is not just 
Copenhagen that matters but Coventry and 
Carlisle. People can recycle and downsize their 

lives but it is collective action that will make a real 
difference. Personal decisions matter but they 
can feel isolating and ineffectual. Communities 
need to take power and act and be empowered 
to do more. Local government is a key stepping 
stone to a good green society, but local authori-
ties need the resources to act – to invest in 
renewable and local priorities around a green 
new deal. Saving the environment is the prefect 
reason to allow greater autonomy in revenue 
raising. For verifiably approved green schemes 
local authorities should be able to issue bonds 
to raise new finance on investment markets. 
It works for local spending in towns and cities 
across the globe – so why not now in Britain to 
build the good green society? It would help build 
and sustain the Transition Town movement, one 
of the most exciting grass roots developments of 
recent decades.



47  Naomi Klein has character-
ised the posture by the EU and 
the West, ‘Flash forward to the 
high-stakes climate negotiations 
that just wrapped up in Bangkok. 
The talks were supposed to 
lead to a deal in Copenhagen 
this December that significantly 
strengthens the Kyoto Protocol. 
Instead, the United States, the 
EU and the rest of the developed 
countries formed a unified bloc 
calling for Kyoto to be scrapped 
and replaced. Where Kyoto set 
clear and binding targets for 
emission reductions, the US plan 
would have each country decide 
how much to cut, then submit its 
plans to international monitoring 
(with nothing but wishful thinking 
to ensure that this all keeps the 
planet’s temperature below cata-
strophic levels). And where Kyoto 
put the burden of responsibility 
squarely on the rich countries 
that created the climate crisis, the 
new plan treats all countries the 
same.’ See www.zmag.org/znet/
viewArticle/22904.
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The essential issues for 
Copenhagen

Even though it is wise to approach Copenhagen 
with diminished expectations, there are key 
issues that must be addressed. If solutions cannot 
be found at the conference itself, a decision must 
be made on how to reach those solutions.

The size and timing of carbon emission 
cut targets

Growing scientific evidence has cast serious doubt 
on the 2 ºC/450 ppmv targets, which has been used 
in the West to underpin policy, and the interme-
diate emission cuts set by the EU and referenced 
by others, at 20% from 1990 levels by 2020, or 30% 
with a global agreement. These targets are being 
challenged as inadequate, and Copenhagen has to 
agree to a review and more systematic mechanism 
to incorporate scientific findings and translate 
them effectively into policy goals. Climate change 
cannot be effectively tackled with the prevailing 
gap between the science and the policy.

The mechanism and timing for  
agreements on carbon reduction 
commitments

We know Kyoto is now inadequate, there is 
no replacement treaty, and pledges on carbon 
emissions are being made as individual grand-
standing exercises, with no verifiable plans and 
dubious strategies. Copenhagen has to agree 
on a set of standards and protocols which will 
ensure that commitments to carbon reductions 
are made fairly and are accompanied by credible 
and monitorable strategies.

Agreement on the ground rules for 
carbon reduction programmes in  
developing countries

The current impasse is largely the result of 
differences of perception and attitude between 

developing countries and the West on how the 
West will tackle its own carbon reductions, and 
how developing countries should participate in 
a global programme to cut carbon emissions.47  

There is at least agreement in principle within 
the EU that financial transfers to developing 
countries will be needed. That needs the commit-
ment too of the USA, Canada, Australia, New 
Zealand, Japan and Saudi Arabia. The West has 
to concede that the global carbon solution and 
targets allow the emerging economies the same 
privileges of growth as the West, and the poor 
countries the opportunity to defeat poverty and 
reach the millennium goal targets. These groun-
drules will have to deal with the carbon-free 
energy requirements for developing countries, 
and take account of the future programme of 
official development aid and debt forgiveness, 
and an agreement on global trade in which the 
West removes its subsidies, commits to halting 
the dumping of cheap agricultural products, and 
dismantles import protections.

Agreement on mechanisms and 
accountability

The recognition of the G20/Major Economies 
Forum structure already recognises the growing 
power of the emerging economies bloc. It is 
essential that Copenhagen takes the next step and 
commits to full partnership in place of the current 
situation of there being two powerful opposing 
forces. The battle against climate change needs to 
be fully democratised, which means that devel-
oping countries should have the right to expect 
that they will no longer be receiving orders 
from the West. This spirit must be reflected in a 
management mechanism to guide the aftermath 
of Copenhagen, a permanent institution that 
is not dominated by the great powers, has the 
authority to gather commitments and monitor 
accountability, and will openly share scientific 
data and access to expertise and technology. As 
part of this agreement, it is essential that partici-
pants agree to modifications in laws governing 
patents and intellectual property rights, so that a 
free exchange can occur among all participants. 
That may require countries that lead in the 
technological field to purchase patents and place 
the technology in the public domain. There will 
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never be an agreement with developing countries 
if the battle to reduce carbon emissions is seen as 
yet another case of commercial exploitation. The 
world has already experienced the battle over 
HIV/AIDS medications and cannot afford to 
travel down that sorry path again.

Finally, there will be the ‘elephant in the room’. 
The USA is the largest overall and per capita 
polluter, and is unlikely to commit enough at 
Copenhagen. This is a significant obstacle to 
progress. The only immediate mechanism for 
coping with this is for the other participants at 
Copenhagen to press forward and reach the best 
decisions possible.

Beyond Copenhagen

The current impasse in the pre-Copenhagen 
negotiations seems to point to a largely cosmetic 
outcome: commitments to general principles 
and further talks. It is unlikely that any binding 
decisions will be reached and if anything it 
will demonstrate that, despite all the promises, 
Western governments will continue to seek easy 
solutions that involve limited public funding.

In the UK the fact that Britain has taken a 
position that if modelled by the EU and the USA 
could have led to real progress at Copenhagen 
must be seen as a good step in the right direction 
but equally such progress must be followed up 
with the necessary investment and support. If 
global warming is to be brought under control 
it is essential that not only the government but 
also we as a society recognise the need to change. 
The Labour government’s policy does grant some 
funding – although more is always needed – for 
community activism; this must be supported and 
taken further in manifesto commitments and in 
the run-up to the next election. What’s more, 
local government must also be empowered to 
enact real change at a local level through allowing 
it to borrow money on the bond market. Perhaps 
the most critical task ahead is to educate the 
public on the nature and scale of the climate 
problem, and promote the alternative vision for 
a world willing and able to live within available 
clean energy resources, and redistribute resources 
both domestically and with the developing world.

In Britain there is a growing awareness and 
concern over global warming and a sense of 
urgency about the need for action, yet there is 
still significant confusion about the vital details. 
As a society we must now recognise that there is 
no greater priority – there is certainly no bigger 
challenge. There is a huge opportunity for change 
– but only if we seize it.
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