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In December 2009 world leaders congregated in the Danish 
capital city Copenhagen for the United Nations COP15 conference 
on climate change [Ref: COP15]. It was widely hoped that they 
would agree on a binding deal to reduce global greenhouse 
gas emissions in an attempt to ensure global temperatures 
do not increase by more than 2°C. However, after much tense 
negotiation [Ref: New York Times], very few commentators 
were satisfied [Ref: BBC News] with the resulting Copenhagen 
Accord [Ref: Grist] – drafted by the US and the BASIC countries 
(Brazil, South Africa, India and China) - which failed to set such 
targets [Ref: Wikipedia]. At the conference, delegates of the G77 
developing nations [Ref: G77.org] staged a walk-out over the 
‘Danish Text’, a proposal put forward by the host country which 
they felt was an attempt by rich countries to impose carbon limits 
that would hold back much-needed economic growth in poorer 
nations [Ref: The Times]. The diplomatic rows between countries, 
with China in particular taking much of the blame, reveal a 
fundamental division in responding to the challenges posed by 
climate change. Does the West have a moral responsibility to 
restrict carbon emissions in a way in which developing countries 
do not? Alternatively, is it fair that Western countries shoulder 
the burden of a global problem and risk disadvantaging their 
economies at a time when China and India are becoming both 
significant economic actors and major carbon emitters? Do we 
require immediate and drastic solutions, or is there a chance 
the scale of the problem has been exaggerated? What are the 
alternatives to setting carbon targets? 
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What’s at stake?
While the science around climate change is complex and the 
range of likely temperature increases remain uncertain and 
highly contested, the leaders of the most developed countries 
(the G8) have loosely agreed to a commitment to attempt to 
keep global temperature increase from pre-1800 levels to 2°C, 
requiring an estimated 80% cut in carbon emissions from current 
levels by 2050 [Ref: New Scientist]. This, however, will involve 
significant changes in how we organise society and live our 
lives [Ref: Wall Street Journal]. As the G8 represents only one 
fifth of the world’s population though, this poses even more 
serious problems for future global development, especially in 
the rapidly industrialising BASIC countries. Industrialisation 
is a dirty business, says James Woudhuysen, and he argues 
that maintaining current levels of economic growth within 
low-carbon limits is fanciful [Ref: spiked]. Many argue that as 
global warming has been primarily caused by emissions from 
developed Western nations, they have a moral duty to take a 
lead in reducing their contributions, and allow poorer ones time 
to reach the level of Western development before worrying 
about the planet [Ref: New Scientist]. Arvind Panagariya argues 
that in India alone 300 million people live in abject poverty and 
the primary goal of the Indian government should be to provide 
them with ‘a humane existence’ which contradicts the aim of 
curbing carbon emissions. Particularly for countries who have 
a memory of colonialism and Western exploitation, there is an 
understandable desire to express their independence and reject 
foreign interference in their affairs. There is a suggestion that 
the West’s attitude towards carbon mitigation is hypocritical and 
concerned more with protecting their own economic interest: 

China and India would be disproportionately hit by carbon limits, 
because their economic growth is founded on manufacturing 
and providing goods for the increasingly post-industrial, low-
carbon West [Ref: Telegraph India].

Global solutions or carbon colonialism?
At the outset of the conference, former UN secretary-general 
Kofi Annan warned that national differences needed to be 
put aside to face this ‘enormous challenge’ [Ref: Guardian]. 
Environmental campaigners warn that with China opening two 
coal-fired power stations a week and India’s carbon emissions 
rising by 55% in little more than a decade, the developing world 
is not a problem which can be ignored for long, unless we want 
to face even worse alternatives in the future [Ref: Guardian]. 
While there is a sensitivity to the historic injustice of colonialism 
and the necessity of allowing development, the USA’s leading 
climate negotiator Todd Stern argues that the world must ‘do 
the math’: we need less carbon in the atmosphere. In particular 
it is observed that power relations between East and West 
are shifting in the wake of the financial crisis [Ref: The Times], 
and that the dynamic innovation of developing economies 
means that China and India are now leading the way in the 
development of green technologies [Ref: Washington Post]. 
Setting binding targets now, it is argued, will offer an incentive 
for them to ensure future economic growth will be greener and 
environmentally sustainable.

Peril or panic?
Before the conference, leading environmental campaigners such 
as Al Gore warned that failure to set binding targets would be 

http://www.newscientist.com/article/mg20327174.500-world-starts-to-act-on-climate-change.html
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424052970203440104574406681308037234.html
http://www.spiked-online.com/index.php/site/article/3808/
http://www.newscientist.com/article/mg20327266.500-fair-carbon-means-no-carbon-for-rich-countries.html
http://www.telegraphindia.com/1080901/jsp/opinion/story_9755499.jsp
http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/cif-green/2009/dec/10/kofi-annan-climate-change
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/cif-green/2009/sep/11/climate-population-environment-1010
http://business.timesonline.co.uk/tol/business/columnists/article6965679.ece
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/10/18/AR2009101802437.html?waporef=evri.widget.1
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‘catastrophic’ [Ref: Scientific American] Many argue that we are 
at a ‘tipping point’ where serious environmental damage can 
no longer be avoided, but merely contained [Ref: Independent]. 
Given the time required and political difficulty of implementing 
these targets, it is argued, Copenhagen was the last chance 
to avert climate disaster. But at the outset of the conference, 
the ‘Climategate’ scandal (over leaked e-mails from the UK’s 
major climate research institution) reinforced suspicions that 
the risks posed by climate change were exaggerated in order 
to force through policies which would otherwise be politically 
contentious [Ref: BBC News]. Even before the scandal broke, 
many leading scientists – including many sympathetic to the 
environmental cause - expressed concern that contestable 
scientific evidence was being misrepresented as fact and 
exaggerated by campaigners [Ref: The Times]. Shortly after the 
conference, the UN’s highly influential Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change (IPCC) were forced to apologise for making 
highly misleading claims on the melting of Himalayan glaciers 
[Ref: The Times], and went on to face further controversies, 
including an allegedly ‘superficial’ link between climate change 
and natural disasters such as hurricanes [Ref: The Times]. As 
climate scientist Mike Hulme reminds those on either side, it is 
an essential aspect of this debate to recognise the significance 
of the political issues at stake in discussions, and not try to hide 
these arguments behind scientific data [Ref: Seed Magazine].

Are carbon limits the only way forward?
There is clearly a delicate balance to be struck between allowing 
economic development and responding to a world with an 
unpredictable climate. The most significant of these involves 

creating a ‘carbon market’ where permits to emit greenhouse 
gases could be traded, putting a price on emissions that would 
penalise polluters and reward those that reduce emissions. 
While there is a technical discussion about how this is to be 
implemented, Robert Stavins is convinced it is the best way to 
achieve low-carbon adaptation without destroying the economy 
[Ref: Wall Street Journal]. Bjorn Lomborg also raises concerns 
that the obsession with curbing climate emissions through 
market-based intervention actually puts a drain on the kind of 
technological innovation which will provide a long-term solution 
to climate change [Ref: Washington Post]. But critics can counter 
that until that occurs this remains a speculative solution: and 
the world faces immediate problems and immediate action [Ref: 
Register Guard]. Meanwhile, others say that the devastation 
caused by natural disasters such as Hurricane Katrina offer a 
reminder that resources should be focused on adapting to our 
environment, regardless of whether such extreme weather 
events are caused by carbon emissions or not [Ref: spiked]. 

http://www.scientificamerican.com/article.cfm?id=copenhagen-climate-talks-consequences
http://www.independent.co.uk/environment/climate-change/scientists-identify-tipping-points-of-climate-change-778027.html
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/8388485.stm
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/science/earth-environment/article6896152.ece
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/environment/article6994774.ece
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/environment/article7000063.ece
http://seedmagazine.com/content/article/good_cop_bad_cop/
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424052970204731804574386490490909498.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2010/01/14/AR2010011403824.html
http://special.registerguard.com/csp/cms/sites/web/opinion/15654376-47/story.csp
http://www.spiked-online.com/index.php/site/reviewofbooks_article/3856/
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http://www.newscientist.com/article/mg20327174.500-world-starts-to-act-on-climate-change.html
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http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2010/01/14/AR2010011403824.html
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http://business.timesonline.co.uk/tol/business/columnists/article6965679.ece
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http://www.newscientist.com/article/mg20327266.500-fair-carbon-means-no-carbon-for-rich-countries.html
http://special.registerguard.com/csp/cms/sites/web/opinion/15654376-47/story.csp
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