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Introduction
Hugh Compston and Ian Bailey

The political problem of climate change

Climate change has emerged as a major scientific and political issue
in recent decades, yet progress towards achieving significant reduc-
tions in greenhouse gas emissions remains disturbingly slow. Despite
the adoption of binding emissions targets by most developed nations,
and numerous national climate programmes having been introduced,
few governments seem prepared to implement the kinds of policies
needed to bring climate change under control (Kerr 2007). The main
reasons for this do not appear to be scientific, technological or even eco-
nomic. Climate science, although still subject to uncertainties, is well
established and, via the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC), has made increasingly clear statements about the scale, impacts
and attribution of recent climate change (IPCC 2007a; 2007b). Similarly,
economists have developed a range of policy instruments that have
the potential to produce major reductions in greenhouse gas emissions
without prohibitive economic costs (see Helm 2005; Stern 2007).

The problem, it appears, is essentially political: governments and
other political authorities are reluctant to take decisive action even
though most are now convinced that strong measures are needed. At
present, the main political strategy employed is to develop measures tar-
geting a broad range of emissions sources while, in the main, avoiding
or diluting actions that may antagonize business groups or electorates,
or which move substantially beyond those taken by other countries.
Typical policies thus include setting concrete short-term and aspira-
tional long-term emissions targets, encouraging the development and
diffusion of promising technologies, using market mechanisms such
as taxes and emissions trading to spur innovation, and urging greater

1
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2 Introduction

international cooperation on climate policy. Whatever the merits of
this approach in terms of maintaining domestic political support and
economic competitiveness, the cumulative impact on emissions falls
far short of what climate science suggests is needed to avoid serious
anthropogenic disruption of the climate system.

One prognosis of the political situation is that increasing scientific
and public anxiety about climate change, combined with greater expe-
rience in the design of cost-effective policies and instruments, will
allow governments to surmount opposition to more ambitious climate
policies without a major rethink of political tactics. A more cautious
prediction is that the current approach is likely to experience dimin-
ishing returns as options for ‘no-regrets’ emissions reduction become
exhausted, and that governments will need to develop innovative
political strategies to overcome business threats of disinvestment and
electoral resistance to stronger climate measures.

The aim of this book is to contribute towards addressing this issue
by identifying political strategies that may enable governments to
make major cuts in greenhouse gas emissions without sustaining sig-
nificant political damage. This is achieved through a broad-ranging
analysis of the contemporary politics of climate policy in a range
of affluent democracies and at EU level. This book focuses mainly
on climate politics and policy at the national and state levels (in
the case of federal countries) because this is where the majority of
substantive policy measures are formulated and implemented (Bailey
2007), and because the international dimension of climate politics is
already well-covered in the international relations and geography liter-
ature (see, for example, Grubb et al. 1999; Kütting 2000; Vogler 2005;
Chasek et al. 2006). Affluent democracies provide the main focus of
analysis because these are the countries that have contributed most
to current greenhouse gas concentrations and which continue, for the
present at least, to be the world’s largest emitters. They also tend to
be the countries where mitigation capacity – in terms of technologi-
cal and financial resources – and debates on the technical and political
dimensions of climate policy are furthest advanced (see Barker, this
volume). Although politicians and other key stakeholders directly or
indirectly involved in decision-making processes are in many ways the
best placed to understand the constraints and opportunities that exist
in national climate politics, political scientists also have a contribu-
tion to make due to their different and complementary approaches
to conceptualizing and analyzing the dynamics of decision-making
processes.
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Hugh Compston and Ian Bailey 3

Although there is an expanding body of academic writing on cli-
mate politics in affluent democracies (see, for example, Helm 2005;
Bailey 2007), it does not directly address the question of which polit-
ical strategies are likely to be of greatest assistance to governments in
making deeper cuts in greenhouse gas emissions while minimizing polit-
ical damage, although a number of strands touch upon it. Accounts of
the politics of climate change in various Western countries, for exam-
ple, often have implications for this question, although these are not
always made explicit (see, for example, Bailey and Rupp 2005; Oshitani
2006; Kerr 2007). Similarly, some studies of discourses within environ-
mental politics, and of the political communications strategies used
in this area, draw conclusions as to linguistic strategies that are likely
to be more effective, but stop short of systematic analysis of politi-
cal strategies (Hajer and Versteeg 2005; Ereaut and Segnit 2006). The
growing literature on climate policies at sub-national level also includes
relevant observations (Rabe 2004), while studies of the politics of cli-
mate change based on theories of policy-making and political economy
have further implications for the development of national political
strategies (O’Riordan and Jäger 1996; Newell and Paterson 1998). The
extensive literature on international climate politics, meanwhile, often
touches upon domestic factors that influence governments’ negotiating
positions during climate negotiations (Dolzak 2001). Finally, there are
studies by social scientists in disciplines such as sociology and psychol-
ogy which arrive at findings relevant to the analysis of domestic climate
politics (Lorenzoni and Pidgeon 2006). However, none of these stud-
ies directly address the thorny issue of identifying political strategies
that may enable governments to break the apparent impasse between
making strong reductions in greenhouse gas emissions and immediate
political-economic pressures.

Readership

This book is designed to be of interest to four main groups of reader.
First, it will be of direct relevance to policy-makers and activists in
affluent democracies (and other countries where climate politics is
less developed but beginning to become a major issue) who wish to
identify political strategies for developing ambitious climate policies.
Second, it provides political scientists and other social scientists with
evidence from a number of affluent democracies which can be used to
advance the empirical and conceptual analysis of climate policy and
politics. Third, it provides a political perspective for natural scientists
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4 Introduction

and economists seeking to overcome political obstacles to the introduc-
tion of innovative approaches to manage the main drivers of climate
change. Finally, it provides a source of information to postgraduate and
undergraduate students in the natural and social sciences who wish to
gain a deeper understanding of the political dimension of efforts to
control climate change.

Structure of the book

The book is divided into three main sections. The first section sets the
scene by reviewing the environmental, technical and economic context
of climate politics as it generally affects climate policy in the countries
studied in this book, as well as the findings of previous political sci-
ence studies on the politics of international climate policy. Chapter 1,
by Terry Barker, provides the general context of climate policy in afflu-
ent democracies and introduces the main policy debates in this area. He
first reviews the problem of climate change and its institutional back-
ground, then discusses the main economic and environmental impacts
of climate change as currently projected and the role of climate policies
in relation to climate-change impacts and economic behaviour. This is
followed by a review of recent debates on different mitigation strate-
gies and policy instruments; the major generic tensions that have so far
dissuaded many governments from taking more ambitious actions to
reduce emissions; and the main policy options for mitigation.

Although the existing political science literature on climate policy at
the national level does not directly address the question of how political
obstacles to more vigorous action on climate change can be overcome,
a number of theoretical and empirical studies that examine govern-
ment responses to other environmental and public policy problems are
directly relevant to the climate issue. Chapter 2 by Gary Bryner reviews
the political challenges facing governments in relation to climate pol-
icy, then discusses a number of perspectives used by political scientists
to understand the nature and dynamics of policy-making, focusing in
particular on discourse approaches, political economy, policy network
theory, policy learning and diffusion, and environmental justice.

Managing climate change effectively will ultimately require interna-
tional cooperation on an unprecedented scale across a range of policy
areas that include energy, transportation, industry, consumption and
trade. In particular, international cooperation is essential for address-
ing the competitiveness fears that have dissuaded many governments
from implementing ambitious national programmes. This means that
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Hugh Compston and Ian Bailey 5

efforts at national (and EU) level to mitigate climate change are neces-
sarily influenced by international developments and that understanding
national and EU climate politics requires an appreciation of this global
context. Chapter 3, by Deborah Davenport, provides this through a
brief narrative history of international developments culminating in the
Kyoto Protocol and on to the present day, plus a synopsis of the main
findings and debates in the academic literature on the international pol-
itics of climate change, focusing especially on work with implications
for identifying effective political strategies for reaching international
agreements to cut emissions, and the relationship between national and
international climate politics.

Chapters 4–14 in Part 2 comprise the core of the book and provide
readers with an overview of the politics of climate policy in the EU and
the United States, five individual EU member states (the United King-
dom, France, Germany, Sweden and Greece), Australia and Canada, and
the United States at state level. Each follows a broadly similar structure.
Each chapter begins with a brief narrative history of climate policy in the
political jurisdictions concerned that includes consideration of (i) the
main policy options advocated or considered but not taken and the rea-
sons for this; (ii) the nature and evolution of technical and economic
debates over climate policy; (iii) developments at international level as
they relate to the polity being analysed; and (iv) the nature of the polit-
ical strategies chosen by governments in relation to climate policy. Each
chapter then goes on to review the main explanations for these devel-
opments, utilizing the academic, expert and political literature as well
as the media and focusing in particular on views about the main obsta-
cles to more vigorous action on climate change. Authors then present
their diagnosis and analysis of the politics of climate policy in the polity
concerned, again focusing on identifying the main obstacles to more
ambitious climate policies in different sectors of the economy, and on
options to overcome these. Finally, authors summarize their findings for
the country in question and draw overall conclusions about what anal-
ysis of the polity concerned reveals about the main political obstacles
to more effective climate policy and which political strategies are most
likely to make it easier for governments to make deep cuts in emissions
while avoiding significant political damage.

Across the various countries examined, the authors identify at least six
major obstacles to the implementation of more radical climate policies.

The first is the perception that actions by individual countries make
little difference to climate change, as this makes it difficult for gov-
ernments to justify and legitimate the introduction of strong climate
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6 Introduction

policies, especially those that may create additional costs or competitive
disadvantages for certain sectors of the economy or society.

The second is the influence of well-financed climate sceptics in
undermining support for climate policies by questioning the scien-
tific consensus that climate change is caused by human actions or the
economic arguments favouring strong action. Although accumulating
scientific evidence appears to be weakening the capacity of climate con-
trarians to impede climate policy, their influence has been amplified and
prolonged in some countries by media framing of climate change as a
debate in which themedia has a duty to achieve ‘balanced’ coverage that
gives equal exposure to supporters and opponents of the scientific con-
sensus, and by sympathies within some governments for climate sceptic
views.

A third obstacle concerns the limitations of many putative solutions
to climate change. A number of potential technological fixes, including
hydrogen power, nuclear fusion, and carbon capture and storage, are
from a technical point of view not yet ready for large-scale deployment
or remain uncompetitive under existing pricing arrangements against
(often subsidized) fossil-fuel technologies. Other solutions remain con-
tentious in terms of how much they really contribute to removing
greenhouse gases from the atmosphere, for example afforestation and
carbon capture and storage projects.

Fourth, there are fears about reduced international competitiveness
where climate policies impose costs on domestic firms that are not
imposed on their foreign competitors. Despite a lack of solid empiri-
cal evidence that these fears are justified, industry groups are rarely slow
to bring them to the attention of politicians. Such lobbying has often
led to the erosion or non-introduction of economic instruments.

A fifth obstacle is the fear of electoral retribution. Growing public sym-
pathy for the general notion of climate protection is arguably a major
factor behind the emergence of greater cross-party agreement on the
need for stronger climate policies in many countries, but individuals
tend to be less supportive of climate policies that directly or indirectly
impose personal costs, or which impinge on personal freedoms, such
as measures that penalize vehicle use. Democratic governments which
ignore these objections risk losing votes at the next election to parties
that promise to reverse these policies.

A sixth obstacle concerns divisions in power between different
branches of government and the tendency of economic and energy
ministries to oppose climate policies that they perceive to have neg-
ative economic effects or which threaten established interministerial
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Hugh Compston and Ian Bailey 7

relations. The ability of suchministries to block or dilute climate policies
is enhanced by the fact that responsibility for areas such as energy and
transport is generally located in economic, rather than environmental,
ministries. While the opposition of economically-oriented ministries is
not necessarily enough to block climate policies if heads of government
are determined to pursue them, lack of effective leadership at the top is
another frequent obstacle to greater progress on climate change.

The authors also identify a number of typical political strategies that
are currently being used by governments to strengthen climate policy:

• Efforts to reach global agreements that deepen the commitments
made by developed countries to cut emissions and broaden the
range of countries making binding commitments, for example by
promising financial assistance and technology transfer for develop-
ing countries if they agree;

• The use of reporting and target-setting to specify required outcomes,
provide statements of intent, build support for action, and inform
the structure and design of policy instruments, although reports and
targets can be used as a substitute for action, and a recurrent finding
emerging from the country chapters is that targets are often missed
or eroded;

• A focus on climate policies on which all major relevant actors can
agree, as demonstrated by the ubiquity of voluntary agreements
whereby industry groups undertake to cut emissions in exchange for
the non-imposition of more coercive measures, and the avoidance of
policies to which powerful actors, or public opinion, are opposed;

• A preference for incremental changes on many fronts, as opposed to
radical changes, in order to avoid arousing political opposition, cre-
ate a platform for more major changes and allow policy innovations
to be tested before being disseminated more broadly;

• Moves to take advantage of spikes in public concern about climate
change caused by weather-related natural disasters to introduce or
strengthen climate policies without sustaining significant political
damage, although these windows of opportunity close quickly once
the media agenda moves on;

• Framing climate policy in terms of other policy objectives, for exam-
ple justifying the expansion of energy generation from renewable
sources in terms of improving energy security and increasing employ-
ment rather than climate change alone, as this means that actors who
support these other objectives can be recruited to swell coalitions
favouring, directly or indirectly, the objectives of climate policy.
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8 Introduction

In terms of policy instruments, in general governments have moved
from relying on voluntary agreements towards economic instruments
underpinned by legal requirements. Among the most commonly used
policy instruments are: information provision; encouragement of new
technologies by means of subsidies and grants; encouragement of
renewable energy production by means of obliging electricity utilities
either to provide a certain proportion of electricity from renewable
sources or to buy all electricity produced by renewable sources at a
set price (feed-in tariff); regulation to enforce improvements in energy
efficiency; emissions trading; and carbon/energy taxes. Important con-
siderations in instrument choice and design have included: effectiveness
in reducing emissions in the targeted sector; legal enforceability; ease
of monitoring; measures to ensure reasonable equity and, in partic-
ular, to protect vulnerable or politically powerful groups; and mea-
sures to control the impacts of the policy instrument on international
competitiveness.

In the final chapter, the editors draw together the findings of the pre-
ceding chapters in order to formulate a number of propositions about
the nature of the political strategies that may assist most in hastening
progress towards large-scale rapid cuts in greenhouse gas emissions with-
out causing severe political damage to the governments involved. Five
main political strategies are identified and discussed.

The first of these is for governments to continue with, and further
develop, the political strategies already being used, such as by redou-
bling efforts to strengthen global agreements in a way that also pro-
motes greater involvement by developing nations; improving reporting
of climate change trends and predictions; improving communication
of the policy instruments that are needed and the benefits they will
produce; introducing progressively stricter emissions and policy targets;
identifying and implementing further policies on which all powerful
actors can agree; preparing measures that can be implemented swiftly
in response to major events that heighten public concern about cli-
mate change; continuing to stress the contribution of climate policies
to other policy objectives such as energy security; and continuing to
incrementally strengthen existing policies, especially economic instru-
ments and financial incentives to promote technological innovations
and renewable energy production.

The second strategy is for governments to continue to explore
the possibility of introducing new policies such as much more strin-
gent energy-efficiency regulations; much bigger financial incentives for
energy-efficiency improvements; grand projet style investments in new
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Hugh Compston and Ian Bailey 9

infrastructure to create step reductions in emissions; extending emis-
sions trading to the individual level by introducing tradable personal
carbon allowances; and introducing carbon import tariffs at the EU level
to compensate for any losses in international competitiveness caused by
the adoption of stringent climate policies.

A third strategy would be to promote reforms in the way that cli-
mate policy is governed, in particular by improving the measurement of
emissions; devoting more resources to systematic envisioning of what a
low carbon society would look like in order to make it easier to iden-
tify policies to get there; and improving the integration of economic
and environmental governance by means such as moving energy and
transport into an environmental ministry. Alternatively, the political
profile of climate policy could be raised by creating a separate climate
ministry. Other possibilities include providing seats for independent
experts and environmental NGOs on all official climate change-related
committees on which industry is represented; ensuring that able and
committed individuals are placed in key posts; improving the trans-
parency of potentially popular initiatives; and distributing any costs
imposed by climate policies more equitably, on the basis that initiatives
are more likely to be acceptable if they are perceived as being fair.

Fourth, governments need to identify and implement what we call
spillover policies, namely policies that are relatively easily to transfer
to other countries, difficult to reverse once introduced, or which cre-
ate functional or political pressure for their own strengthening or the
introduction of related measures.

Finally, although focusing on measures on which the agreement of
powerful actors can be obtained has enabled governments to intro-
duce and strengthen some climate policies at relatively low political
cost, once the relatively uncontroversial policies have been negotiated
and implemented, continued acceptance of the need to obtain broad
agreement impedes the introduction of more radical measures by giving
stakeholders an effective veto on government action. This, combined
with the fact that consensus strategies have not (yet) delivered emissions
cuts of the magnitude required to mitigate climate change effectively,
suggests that governments which are serious about significantly reduc-
ing emissions will at some point need to impose more radical policies
against the wishes of powerful actors and/or voters – that is, to adopt a
strategy of selective policy imposition. While this approach clearly car-
ries greater political risks than consensus strategies, a number of tactics
can be employed to limit these risks. First, introducing unpopular poli-
cies during the early years of an administration allows greater time for
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10 Introduction

opposition to subside and for the benefits of such policies to become
more apparent before the next election. Second, targeting of economic
sectors that are able to pass on at least a proportion of their extra costs
to consumers may facilitate the internalization of environmental costs
without government being blamed directly, although the media is often
quick to publicize how carbon/energy taxes, for example, lead to higher
prices for consumers. Third, governments may adopt policies that tar-
get losses on small sections of society, particularly groups that are least
able to inflict political damage via the ballot box or to exercise threats
to withdraw investment from the country. Finally, governments may
opt to compensate powerful actors as a way of weakening their resis-
tance to more progressive climate policies, although this approach is
open to accusations of unfairness and inequity if the groups in question
are responsible for large quantities of greenhouse gas emissions. In order
to limit the political damage that this may cause, such compensation
measures must be accompanied by a clear message that compensa-
tion must be accompanied by action and greater cooperation with the
objectives of climate policy.

Whichever combination of political strategies are applied to climate
policy in the future, it is clear that the existing political strategies
adopted by governments show few signs of being able to reduce emis-
sions on the scale, or at the pace, required to bring climate change
under control before serious upheavals to natural, social and economic
systems occur. It is our hope that the analyses in this book will con-
tribute towards finding political strategies that enable politicians at
local, national and international levels to confront and overcome the
political obstacles that have so far hindered progress towards more
effective climate governance.
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Part I

Context
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1
Climate Policy: Issues and
Opportunities
Terry Barker

Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to introduce readers to the main envi-
ronmental, technical and economic debates influencing the politics of
climate policy in the countries discussed in this book. The chapter
begins by discussing the problem of climate change and its institutional
background. This is followed by an assessment of the main economic
and environmental impacts of climate change as they are currently pro-
jected, so as to establish the political stakes involved and the case for
detailed political analysis of national climate strategies. The chapter con-
tinues by describing the role of climate policies in relation to climate
change impacts and economic behaviour, then outlines recent debates
on different mitigation strategies and policy instruments and the major
generic tensions that have so far dissuaded many governments from
more ambitious actions to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. The main
policy options for mitigation that are likely to be the focus of climate
policy debates in affluent democracies are then presented, followed by
brief conclusions.

Perceptions of the climate change problem

Wide recognition of climate change as a substantial issue in the late
1980s led to the setting up of the United Nations’ Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) in 1988 by the World Meteorologi-
cal Organization and the United Nations Environment Programme. To
quote from the official website: ‘The role of the IPCC is to assess on
a comprehensive, objective, open and transparent basis the scientific,
technical and socio-economic information relevant to understanding

15
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16 Climate Policy: Issues and Opportunities

the scientific basis of risk of human-induced climate change, its poten-
tial impacts and options for adaptation and mitigation’ (IPCC 2008).

The IPCC’s four Assessment Reports – produced in 1990, 1995, 2001
and 2007 – provide the up-to-date authoritative (but somewhat con-
servative) consensus from the peer-reviewed literature on the existence,
impacts and mitigation options and costs of climate change, and have
provided increasingly strong statements about the attribution of cli-
mate change to human activities. The 2007 Report concluded that
‘warming of the climate system is unequivocal, as is now evident from
observations of increases in global average air and ocean temperatures,
widespread melting of snow and ice, and rising global average sea level’
(IPCC 2007a: 5). The Report also warns of the increasing and long-term
risks of serious climate-related damages to water resources, ecosystems,
food, coasts and human health (IPCC 2007b). Its conclusion on the
maximummitigation costs for themost stringent stabilization range con-
sidered (445–535 ppm greenhouse gas concentrations in carbon dioxide
equivalent) was a reduction in global Gross Domestic Product (GDP)
growth of 0.12 per cent a year to 2050, without including the envi-
ronmental co-benefits of mitigation, such as reductions in urban air
pollution. Nearly all other studies showed much more modest GDP
reductions. The cost of this can also be put in terms of the carbon price,
defined as the cost imposed on those who release one tonne of car-
bon dioxide (tCO2) into the atmosphere. At present it is estimated that
real carbon prices (in 2000 prices) are likely to be about $100/tCO2 by
2030, but if climate stabilization at 445–535 ppm greenhouse gas con-
centrations in carbon dioxide equivalent is to be achieved, they would
have to rise thereafter, and it would be safer if the carbon price reached
$100/tCO2 by 2020 rather than by 2030 (see Barker and Jenkins 2007
for further discussion of this issue). The Report nevertheless makes it
clear that well-designed mitigation policies could produce higher GDP
growth and development than without such policies (IPCC 2007c: 16).

Despite this scientific consensus, there remains a vociferous and well-
funded lobby of climate sceptics, often with links to the Republican
Party and extreme right in the USA (Mooney 2005), which has sought to
influence the public and politicians on climate policy. Their greatest suc-
cess came in 1997, when the US Senate voted unanimously to reject the
Kyoto Protocol because it would seriously harm the US economy and
did not impose targets on developing countries. The George W. Bush
Administration has since followed this reasoning, with largely rhetor-
ical policies evolving into non-binding and weak emission-intensity
targets and technological agreements that emphasize energy security
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Terry Barker 17

and economic growth rather than climate issues (Blanchard 2003). This
is despite evidence available in 2001, when the Bush Administration for-
mally refused to participate in the Kyoto process, which concluded that
‘provided policies are expected, gradual and well designed . . . the costs
for the US of mitigation are likely to be insignificant’ (Barker and Ekins
2004: 53). Lasky (2003) also concluded that the costs of the USA join-
ing Kyoto would fall from the four per cent of GDP for 2010 quoted by
the administration in 2001 to 0.2 per cent of GDP with global permit
trading. The evidence for economic harm cited by the Congress and the
Bush Administration thus came from the selective use of results based
on extreme assumptions.

The Stern Review, conducted in 2006 and published in book form
in 2007, has, however, dramatically changed political thinking on the
economics of climate change (Stern 2007). While the IPCC reports
are policy-relevant but not policy prescriptive, the Stern Review is
emphatically prescriptive, leading some commentators to condemn it
as ‘political’ with ‘advocacy as its purpose’ (Nordhaus 2007: 140). Stern
was appointed by the UK Government to advise on the economics of
climate change on the basis of a review of the most recent literature
available in 2006. The Review proposed a range of climate stabilization
targets to avoid the worst climate impacts and the risks of excessive mit-
igation costs. Since the costs of inaction (5–20 per cent of global GDP
forever) were estimated to be many times the costs of action (−1 to
3.5 per cent by 2050), the Stern Review naturally concluded that the
global community should act immediately. This argument, supported
by the 2007 IPCC Report, has been fully accepted by most Organiza-
tion for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) governments
and provides the justification for ambitious political targets at the global
level, such as the G8 target set in June 2007 of cutting emissions by 50
per cent by 2050; at the regional level, such as the EU’s unilateral 20 per
cent target for 2020, rising to 30 per cent if the USA takes comparable
action; and by individual countries, such as the UK’s 60 per cent target
for 2050.

In summary, the problem is clear and the solutions appear to be
almost costless. Decisive action will nevertheless require the long-term
transformation of the global energy system and is likely to encounter
strong opposition from powerful vested interests in the oil, gas and
coal sectors as well as the significant group of countries, including the
USA, China, Russia and the OPEC nations, where fossil fuels are a major
or dominant source of income. It is significant in the political econ-
omy of climate change mitigation that the oil, gas and coal sectors in
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18 Climate Policy: Issues and Opportunities

industrialized countries are among the most capital-intensive sectors in
the economy and have the highest profit streams with which to fund
investment. Conversely, only a very small proportion of these profits
need to be channelled into protecting their interests for these sectors
to have political influence far beyond their overall contribution to the
economy.

Economic, social and environmental impacts of climate
change

The climate change problem

The climate change problem is essentially one of accumulating stocks
of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere. As is well known, economic
behaviour and the availability of fossil fuels have led to greatly
increased greenhouse gas emissions from human activity, the unre-
strained increase of which in the future is likely to result in dangerous
climate change. The main reason to be pessimistic about future emis-
sions is the very substantial reserves of fossil fuels across the world,
especially coal, that can be made available at competitive prices for
power generation. This has become even more the case with rising gas
prices in recent years, gas being a relatively low-emissions fossil-fuel
source compared with coal. Adding to this economic pressure to use
coal, there are the political pressures for countries that would otherwise
import gas to use domestic coal to maintain or increase energy security.
Deforestation is another major contributor to greenhouse gas emissions,
although the drivers of this are more complex. The loss of virgin forests
and grasslands, which is a very long-term global trend, has taken place
partly as a consequence of their availability as common resources, so
that forest destruction for land or timber benefits individuals but the
loss of forest resources and their associated climate change costs are felt
collectively.

Impacts of climate change

The most comprehensive summaries of knowledge about the potential
impacts of climate change published to date are again those provided
by the Stern Review and the Report of the IPCC’s Working Group 2. The
first impacts of anthropogenic climate change appear to be already evi-
dent in the European heat wave of 2003, the Katrina hurricane of 2005
and the widespread fires in Greece and California in 2007. Although
the variability of extreme weather events makes direct attribution to
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Terry Barker 19

climate change difficult, these events are broadly consistent with there
being higher average temperatures and more energy in the atmosphere
as a result of higher greenhouse gas concentrations. Attribution of such
events to global warming is further supported by the unexpectedly high
increase in CO2 concentrations reported by Raupach et al. (2007), which
they in turn ascribe to faster-than-expected global economic growth and
increased use of coal in China for electricity generation.

The important feature of future climate change is an expected increase
in the frequency and severity of such extreme events, while rising aver-
age temperatures and sea levels should be seen as indicators of the risk
of such events, rather than as widespread small and gradual changes.
What may appear to be a favourable outcome, such as a milder Northern
European climate, may also result in more variable seasons and increas-
ingly frequent and severe floods and droughts. This outlook suggests the
character of the political groups that see themselves as being affected by
climate change: householders who live at sea level or in flood plains;
young people and those with a concern for, or interest in, future gener-
ations (such as pension funds); and sectors of the economy that are in
some way weather-affected, such as agriculture, water supply, tourism,
transport, insurance and construction.

Policies for adaptation and mitigation

The major problem for climate policy is that the atmosphere is a com-
mon resource, whereas the benefits of releasing greenhouse gases into
the atmosphere are primarily individual. Stern describes this as the
greatest market failure the world has ever known. In the economic
behaviour underlying current patterns of growth and development, no
government, business or household has a direct interest in reducing
emissions, but each has an interest in using the atmosphere to dispose
of waste gases from combustion. Action by any single country to reduce
this will have a very small effect on the global stock of greenhouse gases
and, thus, cooperation with others is imperative to reduce costs and
achieve substantial reductions.

Climate policy can be broadly divided into adaptation and mitiga-
tion policies. Adaptation will take place by societies in response to the
environmental impacts of climate change on human and natural sys-
tems, and will be both autonomous, such as households protecting
their dwellings from local flooding, and via government initiatives, such
as flood defences in areas threatened by higher sea levels. Adaptation
actions are thus designed to reduce (but not entirely avoid) some climate
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20 Climate Policy: Issues and Opportunities

change impacts and involve both benefits and costs. Net climate change
costs are the adaptation benefits less adaptation costs, plus the costs of
the unavoided impacts. Mitigation policies differ from adaptation poli-
cies in that they reduce emissions at the start of, and throughout, the
cycle of change. This is important because of the many unknowns and
uncertainties in the effects and feedbacks of climate change; in conse-
quence, mitigation reduces the risks of dangerous outcomes more than
adaptation, and also reduces the level of adaptation required. The pri-
mary benefit of mitigation is avoided climate change but there are also
costs, such as more expensive energy, and co-benefits, such as reduced
air pollution and greater rural employment in biomass projects.

Adaptation policies are also geographically distinct from mitigation
policies in that adaptation is a local issue associated with ameliorating
local environmental and climate conditions. Vulnerable countries, busi-
nesses and households have a direct interest in protecting themselves,
and the challenge for policy is to identify and reduce risks together with
providing the necessary resources. In contrast, mitigation is a global
issue because greenhouse gases diffuse quickly over the atmosphere so
that mitigating action anywhere reduces overall concentrations, and the
issue for policy is to find options that are effective, efficient and equi-
table. The timing of policies is also different: adaptation has to continue
indefinitely and will escalate as extreme climate events proliferate; miti-
gation, on the other hand, must take place urgently at a global scale if it
is to be cost-effective in reducing emissions and, if necessary, reducing
the stock of greenhouse gases already in the atmosphere, for example by
carbon capture and storage.

Cooperating to avoid dangerous climate change

The context of climate policies is the evidence that accumulating stocks
of greenhouse gases creates a risk of irreversible dangerous climate
change. The word ‘dangerous’ comes from the 1992 UNFCCC, whose
stated objective is ‘to achieve stabilization of greenhouse gas concen-
trations in the atmosphere at a low enough level to prevent dangerous
anthropogenic interference with the climate system’. For the purposes
of developing policy, the objective is interpreted by governments, meet-
ing in the UNFCCC bodies, as a political and social agreement. For
climate science, dangerous implies climate conditions not experienced
for millions of years happening relatively abruptly in geological time
and risking potentially damaging consequences in the form of floods,
droughts, storms and sea level rise as ice sheets melt. For social sciences,

10.1057/9780230594678 – Turning Down the Heat: The Politics 
of Climate Policy in Affluent Democracies, H. Compston; I. Bailey

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 m

at
er

ia
l f

ro
m

 p
al

gr
av

ec
on

ne
ct

.c
om

. N
o 

re
pr

od
uc

tio
n 

or
 d

is
tri

bu
tio

n,
 in

cl
ud

in
g 

vi
a 

w
eb

si
te

s,
 is

 p
er

m
itt

ed
 w

ith
ou

t t
he

 w
rit

te
n 

pe
rm

is
si

on
 o

f P
al

gr
av

e 
M

ac
m

ill
an

 –
 ri

gh
ts

@
pa

lg
ra

ve
.c

om

Mailto:rights@palgrave.com


Terry Barker 21

meanwhile, dangerous implies severely damaging outcomes such as
flooding or drought that affect social cohesion, long-term economic
development and migration, as well as catastrophic local outcomes for
communities like small island states that risk losing their land to the sea.

Effective mitigation action has to be global in the form of emission
reductions of at least 50 per cent below 1990 levels by 2050, as agreed by
the G8 meeting in Heiligendamm, Germany, in June 2007. Since emis-
sions are expected to grow, if nothing is done the implication is that the
energy and land use systems have to be comprehensively transformed
to produce global emissions reductions of 80–90 per cent below projected
business-as-usual levels by 2050. Collective action is thus required on
an unprecedented scale. The IPCC 2007 Report makes clear that even
these reductions have only a 50 per cent chance of achieving the EU’s
target of maintaining global mean temperatures within 2 ◦C above pre-
industrial levels. The corollary of this is that the global economy must
effectively be completely decarbonized and, to be reasonably cautious,
new technologies will be needed to take greenhouse gases out of the
atmosphere.

The imperative for early action is also supported by economic argu-
ments (Barker et al. 2007). Technological change is induced by rising car-
bon prices because investment in low carbon technologies is increased
and costs fall as the carbon price rises, leading to higher uptake of
these technologies. The earlier actions are taken to make future car-
bon prices reliable, the higher these investments become and the lower
the eventual costs. Investment costs are also reduced if low greenhouse
gas technologies are introduced at the earliest design stage rather than
retrofitted.

A key issue for mitigation policies, nevertheless, is how to get
sovereign nations and different social groups to agree to cooperate on
themanagement of open access resources, or, as Ostrom (1990: 29; 1998)
puts it, to identify contexts in which: ‘a group of principals who are
in an interdependent situation can organize and govern themselves to
obtain continuing joint benefits when all face temptations to free-ride,
shirk, or otherwise act opportunistically’. Ostrom studied a variety of
social groups in different cultures and times to derive the following gen-
eral conditions under which groups can manage open access resources
successfully:

• the people involved recognize the mutual benefit in cooperation;
• the group has low discount rates in relation to future events, so takes

account of future effects;
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• there is substantial mutual trust in others following the agreed rules
and behaviours;

• there is a capacity to communicate;
• there is a possibility of entering into legal agreements regarding the

resource, and any property rights are respected and secure;
• arrangements are made for monitoring the use and condition of the

resource and for enforcing any agreements.

These conditions also apply within countries in the formation of coali-
tions between social groups interested in climate policy and are explored
in further detail in the various country chapters.

Debates on climate change mitigation and policies

Cost–benefit analysis versus risk assessment

Alongside new evidence on the increasing risks of climate change, a
major shift in economic thinking about the costs and benefits of climate
change has occurred since the Stern Review in 2006. The traditional eco-
nomic approach to the problem has been cost–benefit analysis (CBA),
which was applied to climate change in the 1990s (Cline 1991; 1992),
although CBA operates most accurately where costs and timeframes can
be calculated accurately. In simplified terms, the costs of climate change
are set against the benefits of mitigation and adaptation policies in a way
that allows comparison between policy options. Nordhaus’ aggregate
modelling (1991; 1994; 2007) has been particularly influential in mon-
etizing and computing discount rates for the unknown and potentially
catastrophic risks associated with global climate change. The outcome
of his CBA is an ‘optimal’ rise in global temperatures with an eventual
commitment to warming (for example over 6 ◦C) not seen for millions
of years (Hansen 2007) and very modest prescriptions for action in the
form of a small ‘optimal’ carbon tax (see Van den Bergh (2004) and
Barker (2008) for critiques). The costs of mitigation adopted by Nord-
haus and other neoclassical economists have typically been exaggerated
by setting aside co-benefits and assuming the optimal working of the
global economy at full employment, so that any policy intervention is
costly. Such policy messages have had a rhetorical use by interest groups
and governments wishing to exaggerate costs. Even so, very few coun-
tries have adopted this tax prescription, opting instead for no-regrets
energy efficiency policies (OECD 2007a; 2007b; 2007c; 2007d) to avoid
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potential losses in international competitiveness despite the lack of evi-
dence to support such losses both before and after the introduction of
such taxes (Barker et al. 2007).

Stern considered CBA among several approaches and argued that the
economics of climate change are more appropriately concerned with
risk rather than return, and with the development of technologies for
mitigation, both of which have been evident since the early 1990s when
scientific assessments of climate change began in earnest. This in turn
implies that the economic problem is one of achieving political targets
and lowest costs compatible with equity and effectiveness, rather than
with the political–scientific problem of choosing the targets themselves.

Bjørn Lomborg, meanwhile, has organized the ‘Copenhagen consen-
sus’, a group of Nobel prize winners in traditional economics, to pro-
mote the idea that global problems (for example HIV) other than climate
change are more worthy of funding judged by comparative cost–benefit
analysis (Lomborg 2007). There are, however, two insuperable prob-
lems with such comparisons. First, given the politics of policy-making,
governments do not make explicit choices between alternatives since
there is no stable relationship between policy objectives such as reduc-
ing greenhouse gases, economic growth, and better health or education,
whatever the political complexion of the government or the prevailing
consensus about sound policy. Lomborg’s attempt to elicit such relation-
ships also fails essentially because the answers differ between countries
and social groups. Social decision-making is, therefore, better charac-
terized by the achievement of agreement between people and groups
with potential conflicts of interest and limited information. Second,
the climate change problem is systemic and its outcomes potentially
irreversible, so the long-term system in which choices are made is threat-
ened in a way that undermines simple short-term marginal trade-offs
between policy options.

Technology policies versus mandatory CO2 caps

The US Administration has generally proposed arguments favour-
ing technological agreements rather than mandatory cap-and-trade
schemes such as the EU Emission Trading Scheme (ETS). It is argued
that cap-and-trade will not produce the fundamental new technolo-
gies required for a zero- or low-carbon economy. The problem with
this argument is that some technological developments, such as car-
bon capture and storage, require a carbon price to become economic,
and their investment prospects depend heavily on there continuing
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to be a carbon price over their useful life. The most effective policies
thus appear to be those that combine the carbon price signal from
an ETS with direct incentives to fund low-greenhouse gas innovation
and research and development, for instance by auctioning emission
permits and using a proportion of the revenues to provide additional
technological incentives.

Unilateral action, competitiveness and carbon leakage

The main argument faced by governments against the implementation
of unilateral climate policies by one country is that it would lead to
loss of international competitiveness and, worse, that it would be inef-
fective because the relocation of high emitting industries to countries
without emissions constraints would increase overall emissions (carbon
leakage). Detailed studies, however, conclude that these concerns are
exaggerated (Barker et al. 2007). Although carbon pricing tends to reduce
the price competitiveness of carbon-intensive sectors, this may be offset
by exchange rate adjustments or improvements in non-price competi-
tiveness, while the extent of competitiveness impacts will vary with the
international exposure of the sector in question (higher-value sectors
will tend to have higher international exposure than lower-value indus-
tries). However, as later chapters show, actual policies in many countries
include special exemptions for polluting sectors after lobbying by vested
interests, which weaken the effectiveness or efficiency of actions. Rather
than provide exemptions for sectors threatened by mitigation policies,
a better approach is to provide explicit time-limited subsidies to support
adjustment to low carbon outcomes.

Options for policies to adapt to and mitigate climate change

Why a carbon price is essential

The main reason why technology alone is very unlikely to produce effec-
tive climate change mitigation is the so-called ‘rebound effect’ (Sorrell
2007: 5). This arises where improvements in energy efficiency reduce
the cost of a technology, which then prompts higher use of particular
services (for example heat or mobility) that energy helps to provide,
so that the energy saving from the innovation is offset by increased
energy consumption. Although rebound effects will vary widely in size,
any technological breakthrough without a carbon price to deter extra
carbon use risks higher energy demand overall with only a weak reduc-
tion, if any, in emissions, especially at a global level. This indicates that
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Terry Barker 25

a carbon price signal is needed to provide a pervasive and long-term
signal for investment decisions so that low greenhouse gas options are
chosen consistently. Importantly, research and development decisions
would also be influenced by the expected future carbon price.

In simple terms, the low-cost trajectories towards stabilization
explored in the literature involve a strong expectation that carbon
prices will rise to high levels, encouraging the design, deployment and
installation of low greenhouse gas investments in energy supply and
in activities that demand energy for power, comfort, light and trans-
portation, depending on lifetime. That carbon prices will be low in the
near term reduces the cost of premature obsolescence, while the expec-
tation that they will be high later encourages research, development
and investment in long-lived low-emissions capital and reduces the risk
of investment lock-in. The outcome of such trajectories should be a
rapid adaptation of the energy system without excessive costs and the
optimization of no-regrets technical and institutional (environmental
tax reform) opportunities and the potential for induced technological
change. If the policy is successful, eventually no sector will need to
pay for carbon because emissions will cease. However, the price signal
must be credible, announced in advance and should escalate, say from
$10 in 2013 to $100/tCO2 in 2020, in 2000 prices, to provide time for
adjustment.

Carbon prices are generated by policy through two main market-
based instruments: carbon taxes and emission permit schemes. A carbon
tax is a highly specific and targeted way of tackling global warming
through the adaptation of established fiscal systems: the administrative
and compliance costs are low compared with those of many other taxes,
tax revenues will tend to grow with incomes, and expected responses
to higher prices are such that revenues will continue to rise even as
there is substantial erosion of the tax base as emissions decline. The
problem is that such taxes are disliked, particularly by energy-intensive
industries.

Alternatively, the externality can be managed by creating a market in
legally enforceable rights to emit greenhouse gases, such as that created
by the EU ETS, and then restricting those rights and auctioning all or
part of them. These allowances can be given to the emitters as an incen-
tive to participate, as occurred for Phases One and Two of the EU ETS,
which is a crucial advantage over taxes in terms of reducing industry
opposition. However, there are several objections to such schemes: they
acknowledge rights that may not have existed previously; no compensa-
tion is normally provided for those who will suffer damage from future
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26 Climate Policy: Issues and Opportunities

pollution; the schemes are open to abuse by collusion; and transactions
costs can be high, especially for small non-business sectors. So far the
schemes have been confined to cover large fixed business uses of carbon,
predominantly power generation.

Portfolios of economic instruments for mitigation: carbon prices,
low-greenhouse gas incentives and regulation

The literature on mitigation is concerned mainly with quantitative
greenhouse gas targets, as required by any stabilization target, which
has to be absolute in relation to the prospective stocks of greenhouse
gases in the atmosphere. However, the system driving the creation of
emissions is a market-based one in which discount rates are as high as
33 per cent and prices play a critical role in allocating resources and
encouraging technological change. Low-cost policies thus all require
the use of market instruments via carbon prices, combined in port-
folios with regulation and subsidies targeted at clear market failures,
most critically the general market failure in innovation and its spe-
cific failure in energy markets to achieve, for instance, swifter market
penetration of hybrid vehicles or exploitation of no-regrets options in
building design. The market failure in innovation comes about because
those investing, even allowing for patents, are unable to capture all the
benefits which accrue to those able to copy and exploit the innovation.
In consequence insufficient innovation takes place in a market system
(Jaffee et al. 2005).

Governments have a wide range of instruments at their disposal
to achieve their climate policy targets (see Table 1.1) (IPCC WG3
Report, Chapter 13). The WG3 Report focuses mainly on sectoral
options for mitigation and provides a rich source of detail on the eco-
nomic potential for mitigation at different carbon prices in energy,
transport, buildings, industry, agriculture, forestry and waste manage-
ment. The appropriate policy portfolios for greenhouse gas mitigation
will, of course, be specific to countries depending on their politi-
cal systems, available renewable and other energy resources, and the
energy efficiency of existing building and equipment stock. Such port-
folios will combine policies and measures to produce outcomes that
are effective at achieving their main climate objectives, efficient with
low costs, or even benefits, as regards effects on GDP, and equi-
table in that vulnerable groups will be most likely to benefit. Impor-
tantly for policies to achieve a wide social consensus, they should
also address other potential social benefits, such as improvements in
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air quality, better human health, higher crop productivity, increased
comfort from better insulated buildings or reductions in traffic-related
pollution.

It is a great advantage if both adaptation and mitigation policies are
inherently equitable because the main and central benefit of mitiga-
tion is the avoided costs of climate change while adaptation also avoids
the effects of climate change. Climate change damages are therefore
focused on those who cannot relocate or otherwise protect themselves
against climate-related damages, which normally means those on low
incomes, especially in developing countries with relatively large agricul-
tural sectors in flood plains or drought-prone regions. However, there
are major exceptions: energy use per capita may be particularly high in
low-quality dwellings occupied by low-income households, for exam-
ple. In such cases the portfolio should include measures to improve the
energy efficiency of dwellings.

One complement to the use of market-based carbon prices is the
use of traditional regulatory command-and-control measures, which
involve agencies (such as Pollution Inspectorates) to fix and force energy
and greenhouse gas standards. Climate, air quality and energy-security
objectives are all served by technology-forcing policies of the sort pio-
neered in California over the past 15 years (Jänicke and Jacob 2004). The
main objection to these has been their potential inefficiency, but they
can still be targeted to correct market failures and support investments
that are profitable where social as opposed to private costs and discount
rates are applied.

The potential for environmental tax reform

A particular benefit of environmental tax reforms that may be impor-
tant for economies with chronic unemployment or underinvestment
problems is the potential use of carbon tax revenues to reduce taxes
on employment and investment. Distortions in current tax systems
may be so great that large numbers of jobs could be created at no
net fiscal cost and little risk to inflation by a reform of the tax sys-
tem (Patuelli et al. 2005). This is feasible because a 60 per cent cut in
emissions equates to only 2.3 per cent a year over 40 years, which
means that if appropriate price incentives are in place, and especially if
they can be anticipated, economies can move gradually and efficiently
towards sustainable emissions levels without sacrificing economic wel-
fare. However, this requires the use of efficient instruments, such as
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carbon taxation, and also social acceptance of long-term radical changes
which disadvantage carbon-intensive lifestyles.

Conclusions

Although mitigation can reduce climate change and the need to adapt,
inertia in the climate system caused by the longevity of CO2 (the
main greenhouse gas) in the atmosphere and the slow response of
the oceans to changing emissions means that adaptation policies also
remain necessary. Additionally, there is a risk that the international
cooperation required for successful mitigation within the timeframes
needed to avoid dangerous anthropogenic climate change will not be
achieved.

The Stern Review and the IPCC 2007 Reports, together with the
experiences of early mitigation policies in the EU and its member
states, have provided sufficient information and analysis for global
policies to be developed. Political, media and public reception of
these reports suggests that the seriousness and magnitude of the cli-
mate problem is widely recognized and that their key messages on
mitigation and adaptation have been understood. However, effec-
tive action requires urgent policy cooperation on an unprecedented
scale and strong lesson drawing from other successful international
treaties, most notably the Montreal Protocol on ozone-depleting sub-
stances.

From the preceding analysis, the most effective policies appear to be
those that combine carbon price signals from environmental tax reform
for small mobile sources and emission trading schemes for large fixed
sources of greenhouse gases with direct incentives for investment in
reducing barriers to action, and low-greenhouse gas innovation and
R&D funded from tax revenues and emission permit auctions. Such
portfolios of market-based instruments can be made even more effec-
tive if complemented by technological forcing via standards, such as a
requirement for carbon capture and storage by a specified date on all
new coal plants. There is evidence from energy efficiency studies that
many sectors, particularly buildings, have substantial opportunities for
no-regrets mitigation but require tailored policies to reduce or remove
barriers, with the policies often led by higher enforced standards on
energy efficiency. The main obstacles to more ambitious climate poli-
cies thus appear to be political rather than scientific, technological or
economic.
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2
Political Science Perspectives on
Climate Policy
Gary C. Bryner

Introduction

Chapter 1 introduced the main environmental, technical and economic
debates affecting the politics of climate policy and highlighted the
increasing scientific confidence that the climate is already changing as a
result of growing greenhouse gas concentrations. However, despite the
near consensus about the basic factors driving climate change, uncer-
tainties about the extent, location and timing of disruptive impacts
means that policy-making must take place against a backdrop of uncer-
tainty. Equally, dramatic reductions in emissions – and the changes to
energy production and use that this entails – present enormous chal-
lenges for politicians, political scientists, economists and other social
scientists. Many tools in economics and political science centre on
marginal, incremental policy change, but preventing climate disrup-
tions will require fundamental shifts in behaviour and policies. The
purpose of this chapter is to suggest frameworks from political sci-
ence that might facilitate examination of the political changes and
policy innovations likely to be required to address climate change.
It begins by reviewing the political challenges facing governments in
respect of climate policy, then considers a selection of perspectives uti-
lized by political science to understand the nature and dynamics of
policy-making, focusing in particular on discourse approaches, politi-
cal economy, policy network theory, policy learning and diffusion, and
environmental justice.

The political challenges of climate change

There are growing signs that the emerging consensus among climate sci-
entists is beginning to be reflected in policy commitments throughout

33
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34 Political Science Perspectives on Climate Policy

large swathes of the industrialized world: the European Union (EU),
along with increasing numbers of national and subnational govern-
ments, is setting and tightening emissions targets, while the majority
of industrialized nations agreed in the Kyoto Protocol to reduce their
collective greenhouse gas emissions to 5.2 per cent below 1990 levels by
2008–2012. As is well known, the USA and Australia subsequently with-
drew from the effort (although Australia rejoined in 2007), and the EU
is the only major emitter that may achieve its Kyoto target. Emissions
in the USA have increased by 16 per cent between 1990 and 2005 (US
Environmental Protection Agency 2006), but the failure of most indus-
trialized nations to meet even their modest Kyoto targets makes all the
more daunting the political challenge of climate change.

The political transition to more effective climate policies will be par-
ticularly difficult because these are likely to require energy prices to
climb rapidly even as scientific uncertainties persist and the benefits of
some preventative actions lie relatively far in the future. This will be
particularly difficult in the USA, where raising taxes of any description
is anathema to many politicians and organized interests. Efforts to raise
energy taxes have been more acceptable in Europe, where petrol prices
remain several times higher than in the USA, although further rounds of
energy tax increases in Europe are likely to encounter opposition if the
USA continues its recalcitrance towards binding climate commitments
and current fears of economic recession prove well-founded.

Either way, climate policies will need to go far beyond higher energy
taxes to stand a reasonable chance of constraining mean global tem-
peratures to within 2 ◦C above pre-industrial levels. Pacala and Socolow
(2004) calculate that seven billion tonnes of carbon emissions will need
to be avoided by 2050 to achieve a temporary stabilization of green-
house gas concentrations in the atmosphere before new technologies
become available in the second half of the twenty-first century. They
then identify options that would each yield one billion tonnes of car-
bon savings, ranging from doubling the fuel efficiency of light vehicles
to reducing the number of miles driven by half and an 80-fold increase
in wind power or a 700-fold increase in photovoltaic power. The mag-
nitude of each action underlines the scale of the political challenge of
climate change.

Unless major breakthroughs in clean energy technologies or engi-
neering occur, it seems clear that major restructuring of economic
life will also be needed. Suburban sprawl, single occupant vehicles,
high energy-use recreation, food shipping, and the production and use
of many energy-intensive goods and services are likely to have to be
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dramatically curtailed. Climate change, plus policies such as biofuel pro-
duction expansion, may also lead to falling food production unless land
is diverted from other uses. Meanwhile, governments will still have to
contend with other social and economic issues (Romm 2007). If sci-
entists were becoming less convinced about the seriousness of climate
change, it would make sense to delay expensive policy responses until
the evidence was more certain, but just the opposite is true, so govern-
ments inevitably face a game of political risk management in how they
approach climate policy.

Discourse approaches to framing climate change

Discourse approaches have long been used by political scientists and
scholars in other disciplines to explore the various ways politicians and
societies ‘define, interpret, and address environmental affairs’ (Dryzek
1997: 10). Discourses represent shared ways of comprehending the
world: the more complex and contested a situation, the more useful
discourse analysis can be in understanding different perspectives and
facilitating exchanges of ideas. The particular relevance of discourse
analysis here is that it draws attention to the different ways in which
the political problems and proposed solutions relating to climate change
have been conceptualized.

Dryzek (1997), for example, proposes a two-dimensional scheme
to help distinguish the various discourses that have been applied to
human–environment relations. The first dimension focuses on whether
industrialization remains a tenable ideology or a radical departure from
industrial–consumerist discourses is required. At one end of the con-
tinuum, environmental problem-solving takes current social, economic
and political structures as given and examines how adjustments can be
made to solve environmental problems while, at the other, survival-
ist discourses argue that business as usual will eventually hit ecological
limits, necessitating a radical shift from conventional commitments to
economic growth. The second dimension classifies responses according
to their level of imagination. Prosaic responses again accept industrial-
ism as given and maintain that responses to ecological problems can
be radical or incremental but do not require a new society. Imagina-
tive responses, in contrast, replace assumptions and values underlying
industrial society with the idea that environmentalism is not an external
constraint but an essential opportunity. The changes that result can be
radical or incremental as long as they are built on a new way of thinking
about the environment.
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Table 2.1 Classifying environmental discourses

Dimensions Reformist Radical

Prosaic Problem solving Survivalism
Imaginative Sustainability Green radicalism

Source: Dryzek 1997: 14.

Dryzek then combines these two dimensions to identify four distinct
discourses (Table 2.1).

Environmental problem-solving accepts the political–economic sta-
tus quo but seeks to adjust it through policies designed to cope with
environmental problems. In relation to climate change this implies
that current political and economic arrangements do not constitute
significant obstacles to stronger action on climate change. Survivalism
suggests that radical changes will be required by means of new political
and administrative controls placed on industrialization. Thus, indus-
trialization is seen as a major problem and stronger state control of
the economy is seen as a necessary strategy if climate change is to be
controlled.

Sustainable development, emphasized since the 1980s, seeks to elimi-
nate conflict between economics and environment. This discourse views
limits as no longer determinative and maintains that creative solu-
tions can take place within the existing political economy. This in
turn implies that while the free market economy may be problem-
atic in relation to climate change, market-based instruments are also
a large part of the solution. Green radicalism rejects industrial society
in favour of one based around the primary prerequisite of a healthy
environment. However, the debates between deep ecologists, social
justice ecologists and other greens over how to reconstitute society
to cope with problems such as climate change are lively and diverse
(Dryzek 1997).

Each discourse includes alternatives for framing choices. Under envi-
ronmental problem-solving, for example, problems can be turned over
to experts to solve through administrative structures and procedures
that ‘rationally’ assess problems, evaluate options, and design and
implement policies. An alternative is to stimulate public debate, so that
democratic processes – rather than expert analysis – form the basis of
action. Finally, market-based approaches emphasize the importance of
getting prices right, recognizing private property rights and promoting
competition for solving environmental problems.
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Clapp and Dauvergne (2005) refine Dryzek’s approach in their four-
fold typology of discourses for framing environmental choices. Market
liberals champion economic growth and high personal incomes as key
to environmental protection: the more wealth that is available, the
more can be invested in environmental protection and ecologically sus-
tainable practices. Its advocates recognize that this also contributes to
economic inequality, but argue that in the long run all will be better
off. They are also generally optimistic about the possibility of techno-
logical fixes to most problems and extrapolate from past progress to
predict that human ingenuity encouraged by market incentives will
deliver improved environmental performance. Institutionalists gener-
ally share market liberals’ optimism regarding the sustainability of
economic growth but also argue for strong political institutions to shape
markets, transfer resources, create norms and commitments to pro-
tect collective interests, and promote global cooperation (Vogler 2005;
Ward 2006). Such institutions, they argue, support the development of
shared values and international laws and agreements that become global
regimes for governing specific environmental (or other policy) issues
(Young 1997).

Bioenvironmentalists, by contrast, reject faith in markets and insti-
tutions, arguing that economic and political models of development
need to be based around new ways of measuring wealth and economic
activity that recognize ecological limits. For many bioenvironmental-
ists, global government with strong coercive authority is required to
shape economic activity (Clapp and Dauvergne 2005). Finally, social
greens believe that social inequality, discrimination and domination are
intertwined with environmental decline. According to this perspective,
economic growth, industrialism, uneven trade relations, overconsump-
tion and poverty combine to threaten ecological sustainability. Their
prescription for this is the dismantling of global trade and a return to
local autonomy and community-level decision-making that promotes
justice and equality and ensures the survivability of indigenous and
other marginalized people (Clapp and Dauvergne 2005).

These framings help to focus attention on the key issue of whether
climate change can be effectively addressed through some combina-
tion of markets and public policies, or whether new forms of social,
political and economic organization are needed. Although it may be
the case that climate change does require a radical transformational,
this carries high political risks because valuable time may be lost in
the endeavour and strong opposition is likely from key interest groups
and electorates. Current solutions may be piecemeal, incremental and

10.1057/9780230594678 – Turning Down the Heat: The Politics 
of Climate Policy in Affluent Democracies, H. Compston; I. Bailey

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 m

at
er

ia
l f

ro
m

 p
al

gr
av

ec
on

ne
ct

.c
om

. N
o 

re
pr

od
uc

tio
n 

or
 d

is
tri

bu
tio

n,
 in

cl
ud

in
g 

vi
a 

w
eb

si
te

s,
 is

 p
er

m
itt

ed
 w

ith
ou

t t
he

 w
rit

te
n 

pe
rm

is
si

on
 o

f P
al

gr
av

e 
M

ac
m

ill
an

 –
 ri

gh
ts

@
pa

lg
ra

ve
.c

om

Mailto:rights@palgrave.com


38 Political Science Perspectives on Climate Policy

ultimately insufficient, but early action to reduce the most environ-
mentally destructive practices may better position governments and
societies to understand whether sufficient innovation can occur within
the existing industrialist/market-based paradigm (Bryner 1999).

A political economy of climate change: making markets
work

Even if one accepts reformist rather than radical responses to climate
change, building support for policy changes will require a transforma-
tion in understandings of the political economy of markets. Borman
and Kellert (1991: xii) argue that poorly functioning markets have cre-
ated a global environmental deficit because ‘the longer-term ecological,
social, and economic costs to human welfare [of appropriate environ-
mental stewardship] are greater than the shorter-term benefits flowing
from these alterations’. Such environmental deficits also steal from
future generations by permitting profligate consumption by the cur-
rent generation which disregards the needs of future generations. Other
scholars highlight the fact that politics is often plagued by political cal-
culations and pressures which drive incentives to insulate and protect
powerful industries rather than forcing them to compete and become
economically (and environmentally) efficient (Yandle 1999; Ciocirlan
and Yandle 2003). Markets, by contrast, are portrayed by public-choice
theorists as provoking innovation, cost effectiveness and expanded
choices.

Characterizing politics and markets as polar opposites is an attractive
strategy for those wishing to reduce the scope of political decision-
making but fundamentally misstates the fact that many markets fail
to provide environmental stewardship because powerful interests can
externalize costs on third parties that are powerless or too widely
dispersed to protect themselves against them. A more constructive
approach looks at the intersections between politics and markets. To
ensure that their benefits are realized, markets require strong and capa-
ble institutions to assign property rights, monitor emissions and enforce
requirements. If these conditions can be created, markets can play a
major role in reducing the threat of climate change alongside regula-
tions, subsidies, research, education and other policies. Public policies
are also required to deal with the distributional consequences of mar-
kets, including policies that facilitate adaptation to the impacts of
climate change.
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Four approaches used by political and other social scientists have
proved to be particularly helpful in describing and analyzing the chal-
lenges that politicians face in relation to the reformulation of the
relationship between markets and the environment: policy network
theory; theories relating to policy learning and diffusion; theories that
explore policy integration; and theories of environmental justice.

Policy network theory

Policy network analysis and the advocacy coalition framework have
emerged in recent decades as significant additions to the toolbox of
techniques used by political scientists to interpret the various ways
that discourses and power relations permeate and inform environmental
decision-making (Jenkins-Smith 1990; Hajer 1995; Sabatier 1998; Smith
2000). Policy network approaches are particularly useful tools for policy
analysis because they focus on the meso- and micro levels of decision-
making, where a substantial proportion of debates that lead to policy
change take place (Zito 2000), rather than the macro level, studies of
which reveal relatively little about the actor interactions that shape final
decisions.

Policy network and advocacy coalition analyses thus assist in
identifying the key governmental and non-governmental actors
involved in policy decisions and in structuring understandings of the
divisions of power and influence over decision-making (Zito 2000). For
instance, government ministries and parliaments exert power through
their conferred authority to create policy, whereas industry groups and
scientific communities do not possess decision-making power but can
wield significant influence through threats of business disinvestment,
strategic cooperation to gain competitive advantages or trade-offs on
another issue, or authoritative claims to hold policy-relevant knowledge
(Haas 1990; Lévêque 1996). So too, in a more diffuse way, public opin-
ion and electoral trends can act as major brakes on, or spurs for, policy
action. The approach is also helpful in understanding how discourses
gain credibility and disseminate when harnessed by particular actor
groups and how discourses in turn shape actor viewpoints. Smith (2000),
for example, explores how network actors draw upon and manipu-
late discourses as a resource in their policy activities while utilizing
their power or influence to promote certain ideas (such as sustainable
development or ecological modernization), but in so doing themselves
develop a tendency to view problems and solutions through the lenses
of these same discourses.
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Applying policy network analysis to climate policy can therefore pro-
vide useful insights into the roles of, and relations between, advocacy
coalitions, the concerns they seek to promote, and the resources they
are prepared to exchange to achieve desired objectives. Smith (2000)
in particular emphasizes the importance of resource interdependencies,
along with exogenous forces, to the behaviour of policy networks. A
clear example of this approach is Zito’s (2000) analysis of the difficulties
experienced by the EU in gaining concurrent multi-institutional support
for a harmonized EU carbon tax where multiple political and economic
objectives are at stake, while Damro and Luaces Méndes (2003) and
Wettestad (2005) demonstrate how a coalescence of powerful advocacy
coalitions and discourses about the political, environmental and eco-
nomic desirability of emissions trading made possible the EU’s rapid
adoption of a policy instrument that it had opposed only a few years
before in the Kyoto negotiations.

Policy learning and diffusion

Climate policy is clearly an area where high levels of policy learning and
diffusion are required to counteract, among other things, poor under-
standing of the climate problem, the influence of powerful fossil-fuel
interests and the tendency for political ideologies to privilege certain
solutions over others (Victor 2004). According to Jordan (2005: 308),
policy learning ‘involves a cognitive and reflective process in which pol-
icy makers adapt their beliefs and positions in view of past experiences
(lesson drawing), experiences of others (diffusion), new information
and technological developments which actors apply to their subsequent
choices of policy goals or techniques’. These concepts are important
for three reasons: (i) we cannot assume that the best policies have
already been found for most economic and social problems (knowl-
edge problem); (ii) the dynamic development of the world through
technological progress and social change implies the perennial emer-
gence of new problems as well as qualitative and quantitative changes
in old problems; and (iii) complex political, economic, social and cul-
tural conditions influence diffusion of ‘new’ ideas from one policy issue
or political jurisdiction to another (Fiorino 2001; Weyland 2005; Jacoby
2006). A better understanding of policy learning and diffusion would
obviously be beneficial for those wishing to put across new ideas about
controlling climate change.

In his classic work on the subject, Hall (1993) argued that policy
learning and change occurs at three levels: (i) alterations to existing
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policy instruments (first-order change); (ii) the adoption of new instru-
ments (second-order change); and (iii) strategic shifts in perceptions
of the policy problem and policy goals, often encompassing broader
shifts in social attitudes (third-order change). Hall concluded that third-
order changes are best understood as paradigm shifts, as they extend
change beyond ordinary policy-making, in extreme cases to revolution-
ize the basis and practice of public policy (see also Carter 2004). Many
would argue that this is precisely what is needed in relation to climate
change. Hall contends that such changes occur when an existing pol-
icy paradigm ceases to provide adequate solutions to a key problem
and attempts to remedy this by adjusting existing instruments or by
deploying new instruments fail, as mounting evidence of failure may
trigger a political contest between competing solutions, followed by the
institutionalization of victorious ideas as a new paradigm.

Oliver and Pemberton (2004) argue, however, that Hall’s description
fails to capture the capacity of old paradigms to defend and adapt them-
selves, making paradigm change a much more iterative and uncertain
process than Hall’s typology allowed. New ideas, for instance, may be
partially integrated as part of a punctuated evolution of old paradigms.
Although Oliver and Pemberton concede that exogenous shocks may
trigger paradigm shifts, they maintain that policy and social change is
much less predictable than Hall implied as a result of the complex inter-
play of institutions, actors, interests, policy legacies and policy styles.
Similarly, Jordan et al.’s (2003) exploration of the diffusion of market-
based and voluntary environmental policy instruments between the
1980s and the early twenty-first century charts’ highly uneven pat-
terns of instrument adoption and the problems they were deployed
to deal with, which they explain in terms of pre-existing national and
supranational dependencies.

These conclusions resonate with political science writings from a new
institutionalist perspective, which emphasize the importance of policy
settings and national governance traditions to governments’ willingness
to experiment with new policies and political strategies (Richardson
and Watts 1986; Linder and Peters 1989; Scott 1995). Wurzel (2002)
argues that governments and civil services invest considerable time and
resources in developing standard problem-solving procedures and are
reluctant to depart from these unless they are clearly dysfunctional.
Over time these accrete into distinctive national policy styles, which in
turn lead to a tendency for incremental and bounded innovation. Thus,
energy taxes aimed at raising revenue, for example, are more accept-
able in relatively high-tax countries and political cultures that assume
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a higher level of government regulation and a larger public sphere of
decision-making than is the case in the USA (Vig and Faure 2004).

At the same time, Jordan et al. (2005) recognize the weakness of the
idea of stable policy styles in decision-making processes whose basic
dynamics involve unequal power relations and competing ideas and
interests. Although preferred styles may exist, their durability depends
on the government in office, the government department leading policy
development, which interest groups promote their views most effec-
tively (Howlett and Lindquist 2004), and the issue in question. Both
views are well documented by Jasanoff (2005), who highlights the
influence of policy style in shaping US and EU policies towards biotech-
nology while also using the example of how the UK innovated boldly
and swiftly to cope with Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy to show
how policy makers confronted with novel and high-profile problems
can suddenly move to rapid and strong policy innovation. Jordan et al.
(2003) also conclude in relation to the deployment of market-based
instruments that although states have not responded in precisely the
same way to common problems, this may simply be attributable to
‘time-lag’ effects caused by greater or lesser degrees of compatibility
between ‘new’ instruments and pre-existing national policy styles, and
that a general pattern of converging responses still exists.

In addition to the general concept of policy style, scholars have pro-
duced numerous studies of other factors that influence policy learning.
In particular, studies of how science and technologies inform and inter-
act reciprocally with political processes and institutions illuminate the
difficulties with, and possibilities for, policy learning (Jasanoff 1998).
These are obviously relevant given the key role of science and technol-
ogy in climate policy. Other factors affecting learning are deeply rooted
in the nature of democratic politics and its ability to address public
concerns and needs while, at the same time, engaging with complex
scientific and technological issues (Fischer 2003).

Policy integration

The complexity and connectedness of climate change with other issues
(energy, transport, waste and so on) means that effective action requires
strong policy integration. Dryzek (1997) argues that the traditional
response of governments to complex environmental problems is to
disaggregate them into their constituent parts and assign policy respon-
sibilities for each component to specialist expert agencies. However, the
efficacy of this approach (which he terms administrative rationalism) is
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contingent on, among other things, weak interactions between problem
subsets (the problem’s divisibility), and the capacity of decision-making
systems to reassemble problem components into a coherent overall solu-
tion. Failure to achieve either of these conditions is likely to result in
incomplete or disjointed solutions to problems or the displacement of
the problem from one medium to another (for example, the promotion
of hydrogen fuel-cell technologies that merely shift emissions from vehi-
cle exhaust pipes to power stations rather than reducing them) instead
of genuine problem solving.

Empirical studies of environmental policy integration reveal impor-
tant differences between the USA and the EU. Whereas US environmen-
tal policy and law is generally characterized by fragmentation and lack
of coordination (Davies and Mazurek 1998) and the idea of sustainable
development, which is explicitly aimed at integrating environmental,
ecological and equity concerns, has found little support in the USA
(Bryner 2000), the EU has strongly embraced the principle of envi-
ronmental policy integration. As far back as 1973, the first European
Community Environmental Action Plan argued for assessment of the
environmental impacts of any measure that is adopted or contemplated
at national or Community level (Lafferty and Hovden 2003). The 1992
Maastricht Treaty created the further requirement for environmental
considerations to be integrated into all other policies, and the prin-
ciple was assigned its own article in the Amsterdam Treaty in 1997.
A critical element of this article is that it gives environmental objec-
tives ‘principled priority’ over other policy goals. The burden of proof is
thus taken ‘off the shoulders of those promoting environmental protec-
tion . . . thereby shifting the balance of responsibility to other interests,
actors, and objectives’ (Lafferty and Hovden 2003: 11).

In order to achieve genuine environmental policy integration, both
vertical and horizontal integrationmust be considered (Lenschow 2002).
Vertical integration focuses on the extent to which departments or
ministries consider environmental goals as being central to everything
within their areas of responsibility from policy creation to implemen-
tation. This does not necessarily give primacy to environmental goals
(other policy concerns still apply), but it does compel officials to iden-
tify, assess and report on all major environmental issues relevant to their
portfolios (Lafferty and Hovden 2003). Horizontal integration refers to
the cross-sectoral strategy of integrating environmental concerns into
the work of every ministry, including the creation of a centralized
authority to supervise and coordinate environmental priorities, articu-
late clear targets and timetables for environmental policy, and ensure
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the production of regular and thorough environmental impact and
strategic environmental assessments that can be used to guide major
decisions.

Studies of environmental policy integration in the EU nevertheless
reveal the difficulties of developing genuine horizontal and vertical
policy integration. In particular, demands for national and regional
autonomy within the EU have led to unhelpful policy cleavages, while
institutional arrangements that gave unequal powers to sectors which
historically took little account of their environmental impacts (such
as agriculture, energy and transport) have helped to maintain policy
fragmentation (Lenschow 2002). Climate policy integration is thus a
problem that governments must address to ensure that activities in one
branch or level of government to reduce emissions do not undermine
other policy goals or climate initiatives developed in other branches or
levels.

Environmental justice

The concept of environmental justice has long been debated by polit-
ical science and other social sciences as a basis for understanding and
determining policies relating to the distribution of environmental risks
throughout society (Dryzek 1997; Schlosberg 1999; Adger et al. 2006).
It focuses on the ways in which certain communities, typically low-
income residents and ethnic/racial minority groups, disproportionately
bear the environmental costs of industrial activities and, increasingly,
climate change. A path-breaking 1987 study, updated in 1994, for exam-
ple, found that, in the USA, race was the most significant variable
in explaining the location of commercial hazardous waste facilities
(Charles 1987; Goldman and Fitton 1994).

Climate change raises particularly challenging ethical issues about
distributive justice because of the mismatch between those who enjoy
the benefits of emissions and those who bear the burdens but lack the
resources to adapt to or evade them. Whether it is Pacific island states
facing inundation from rising sea levels (Barnett and Adger 2003) or
Bangladeshi residents facing flooding and loss of clean water, those
consuming the fewest resources and producing the lowest levels of
greenhouse gas emissions generally stand to suffer most from disruptive
climate change. Environmental justice is also directly relevant to the
design of national climate policies, for example, where regressive green
tax policies exert a proportionately higher burden on those on lower
incomes (Ekins and Barker 2001). Intergenerational equity also becomes
an important consideration for long-term problems like climate change.
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In addition, pre-existing inequities often combine to exacerbate the neg-
ative impacts of climate change. Short-term economic pressures, for
example, may cause those experiencing poverty to engage in practices
that produce immediate but unsustainable benefits (Adger et al. 2006;
Hossay 2006). The redistribution of resources, whether by compensation
or by concession packages, thus becomes an important consideration in
ensuring that climate policies remain reasonably equitable and secure
popular support.

Conclusion

While the uncertainties surrounding climate science will continue to
be studied and debated, just as important are the debates concern-
ing the kinds of policies required to mitigate and adapt to disruptive
climate change, and the political strategies needed to deliver these
policy changes. There is little prospect that politics as usual will pro-
duce effective solutions. Long-term commitments by many affluent
democracies to ambitious greenhouse gas reductions represent a sig-
nificant breakthrough. However, while such commitments are essential
to guide decisions on power plants, buildings and other infrastructure
that will have a lifetime spanning decades, these must be accompanied
by short-term milestones and the creation of institutions and policy
structures capable of responding to the numerous challenges created by
climate change. This makes all the more important and pressing the
need to understand better the politics required to produce ecologically
sustainable climate policies.
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3
The International Dimension of
Climate Policy
Deborah Davenport

Introduction

As a tragedy of the global atmospheric commons (Soroos 2001),
solutions to the problem of climate change will ultimately require global
cooperation. Efforts at the national and EU levels to mitigate climate
change are necessarily influenced by what happens on the international
stage, so an understanding of climate politics at these levels also requires
an understanding of this global context. This chapter, which is in part
based on the analysis in Davenport (2006), provides a brief narrative
history of developments at the international level through the negoti-
ation of the Kyoto Protocol to the present day, along with a synopsis
of the some of the main arguments in the academic literature on the
international politics of climate change.

Negotiation of the climate regime: early developments

International climate politics has its roots in the World Climate Con-
ference of 1979, at which scientists from 50 countries first reached
consensus on the long-term significance of carbon dioxide levels in
the atmosphere and established the World Climate Programme (WCP)
under the auspices of the World Meteorological Organization (WMO),
United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP) and the Interna-
tional Council of Scientific Unions (ICSU). The WCP’s broad objective
was to determine how far climate could be predicted and the extent of
human influence on climate (ICSU 2006) through long-term scientific
research.

Under the WCP a series of international scientific meetings took place
in Villach, Austria, during the early 1980s, culminating in 1985 in a
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consensus that a dialogue was needed between climate scientists and
policy-makers. This led to two linked workshops, in Villach in Septem-
ber 1987 and Bellagio, Italy, two months later, at which the possible
need for a convention to combat climate change was first voiced. This
call came during an era of heightened environmental awareness in
many industrialized countries prompted, inter alia, by the Bhopal dis-
aster in 1984, the Chernobyl nuclear plant accident of 1986, several
extreme weather events in the 1980s and the finding that the 1980s
was at that time the hottest decade on record. Climate was thus one of
several issues that contributed to forcing environmental issues onto the
international political agenda (Schröder 2001).

In 1988 the WMO climate conference in Toronto interestingly
couched climate change as a security issue in its title International
Conference of the Changing Atmosphere: Implications for Global Security
(Schabecoff 1988). The conference brought scientists and environmen-
talists together for the first time with policy-makers, although govern-
mental officials attended in their own right rather than as delegates
representing national interests. The participants agreed on a statement
that included what became known as the ‘Toronto target’, calling on
developed countries to reduce their CO2 emissions by 20 per cent from
1988 levels by 2005 (WMO 1988).

The statement also called for the negotiation of a ‘law of the atmo-
sphere’ convention, modelled on the UN Convention on the Law of
the Sea, to address threats to the atmosphere, including climate change,
ozone depletion and acid rain. However, the Montreal Protocol that
formed the foundation for the ozone regime had been adopted less than
two weeks before the 1987 Bellagio workshop and, ultimately, the frame-
work convention-protocol approach adopted in the Montreal Protocol
became the model for negotiations on climate change.

A separate but related process began in 1987, again under the auspices
of the WMO and UNEP, in response to a US proposal to create an ‘ad hoc
intergovernmental mechanism to carry out international co-ordinated
scientific assessments of the magnitude, timing, and potential impact of
climate change’ (UNEP 1987: 76). With the creation of this body, which
became the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), policy-
makers first took control of addressing the climate issue. The IPCC was
given a mandate to assess the latest scientific, technical and sociological
literature and ‘provide governments with a sound consensus of scien-
tific evidence from which policy options can be developed’ (United
States Department of State 1988). These tasks were divided among
three working groups covering (i) the risk of human-induced climate
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change; (ii) impacts, adaptation and vulnerability; and (iii) options for
mitigation (IPCC 2007).

The IPCC has since issued four comprehensive assessments, the lat-
est in 2007. The results of its first assessment report contributed to
the Second World Climate Conference held in 1990. With a brief to
recommend policy actions, the conference again brought together sci-
entists, environmentalists and policy-makers, including ministers from
70 countries as well as six heads of state or government, leading to
an official Ministerial Declaration. Although this statement was weaker
than that issued by the scientists, particularly in that it did not refer
to prospective reduction targets, it did identify principles for inter-
governmental action that remain in force, including common but
differentiated responsibilities for developed and developing countries;
the concept of sustainable development; and the precautionary princi-
ple. It also contained the first official multilateral call for ‘a framework
treaty . . . and the necessary protocols – containing real commitments
and innovative solutions’ to address climate change in time for the
planned UN Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED)
in June 1992 (UNFCCC 1993).

The UN framework convention on climate change

Negotiations aimed at producing binding multilateral regulation to
combat climate change were formally launched one month after the
Second World Climate Conference, with the creation of the Intergov-
ernmental Negotiating Committee on Climate Change (INC) by the UN
General Assembly in December 1990. More than 150 states participated
in the INC, which met five times before UNCED. Although the INC was
mandated to draft a framework convention on climate change through
broad consensus, it had to tackle numerous contentious issues identified
at the 1990 climate conference (Carpenter et al. 1995a). Paterson and
Grubb (1992) identified several major fault lines among the negotiating
states as the early negotiations progressed:

• A North–South divide, particularly over how to share the bur-
den of greenhouse gas reductions and how to use financial and
technological transfers to assist developing countries to take action;

• A split between producers and exporters of oil and coal, and those
who rely on fossil-fuel imports, over the question of reducing use of
fossil fuels in order to reduce greenhouse gas emissions;
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• A split between states that are relatively resilient to the impacts of cli-
mate change and those that are more vulnerable to extreme weather
or rising sea levels and which lack the economic resources needed to
adapt to such impacts.

The UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) was
signed at UNCED in Rio de Janeiro in 1992, but the most difficult ques-
tions were not resolved. Ultimately the UNFCCC contained only very
weak language that all states could agree to in the context of wide
divergences in interests. It did not establish firm targets for all Parties
with timetables for achieving them, nor any implementing mecha-
nisms or enforcement measures. Nevertheless, the UNFCCC achieved
cooperation on several levels:

• It recognized that climate change is a real problem, despite the fact
that its consequences are uncertain and long term in nature;

• Industrialized countries (OECD countries and Eastern European
countries with ‘economies in transition’ to market-based systems)
were denoted as ‘Annex I countries’ in the Convention and com-
mitted themselves ‘specifically’ to actions ‘with the aim of returning
individually or jointly to their 1990 levels [their] anthropogenic
emissions of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases not con-
trolled by the Montreal Protocol’ (UNFCCC Article 4.2(b)). There was
no timetable in the Convention for achieving this goal, however; this
has been linked to strenuous US objections;

• To further this aim and to enable developing countries to make
meaningful commitments for emissions reductions at a later time,
the Convention required precise and regularly updated inventories
of greenhouse gas emissions from all Parties;

• Parties committed themselves to take climate change into account
in other areas of policy-making and to develop national climate
programmes;

• Parties also accepted a binding principle of common but differen-
tiated responsibilities on climate change, which put the heaviest
burden on developed countries both as the source of most past
and current greenhouse gas emissions and as the countries with the
resources to help efforts elsewhere;

• To this end, Annex I countries committed themselves to provid-
ing financial support and sharing technology with less-developed
countries.
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The fact that the Convention was labelled a ‘framework’ document
acknowledged the expectation that it would be amended or augmented
over time to make intergovernmental efforts to address climate change
more effective. This aim was pursued through the negotiation of the
Kyoto Protocol.

The Kyoto Protocol negotiations

The UNFCCC entered into force less than two years after UNCED,
and the first Conference of the Parties (COP-1) took place in 1995.
A mandated COP-1 review of the adequacy of commitments produced
three conclusions. First, most Annex I countries would not meet the
UNFCCC’s aim of lowering emissions by the implicit deadline of 2000 –
this could be predicted even in the absence of a reduction target because
emissions were expected to grow. There were also other weaknesses: the
Convention contained no provision for actions after the turn of the cen-
tury, and the goal of stabilizing emissions at 1990 levels was far too low
to stem the problem of climate change, particularly as developing coun-
tries had made no commitment to go even this far. The Parties therefore
reached a decision (known as the Berlin Mandate) which set in motion
the negotiation of the Kyoto Protocol (Breidenich et al. 1998).

In making this decision, delegates had before them a draft proto-
col that had been produced months earlier by Trinidad and Tobago
on behalf of the Association of Small Island States (AOSIS). AOSIS was
formed in 1991 and comprises 43 small island and low-lying coastal
countries that are highly vulnerable to rising sea levels. Reflecting this,
the draft called for Annex I Parties to reduce their CO2 emissions by at
least 20 per cent from the 1990 baseline year by 2005, and to establish
timetables for controlling emissions of other gases. The USA and Aus-
tralia objected to this and the draft protocol’s focus on CO2 rather than
all greenhouse gases. While the draft protocol did not call for develop-
ing countries to commit to emissions reductions, the huge divergence
of interests between AOSIS and other developing countries, such as
OPEC members and China, meant that it did not win much support
in that group either (Carpenter et al. 1995b). Thus, the final Berlin Man-
date contained, unsurprisingly, much weaker language than the AOSIS
proposal.

The issue of developing countries’ responsibilities did arise at COP-1,
as a result of a German proposal to place commitments on developing
countries according to their degree of industrialization. This idea was
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accepted by other OECD countries but consistently rejected by develop-
ing countries because nothing was offered in exchange. A major step
forward appeared to be made at COP-2, probably influenced by the
IPCC’s Second Assessment Report in December 1995, which concluded
that there was already a ‘discernible human influence’ on the climate
and predicted an increase in average global temperatures of up to 6◦C
by 2100 if atmospheric CO2 concentrations were not reduced (IPCC
1995). Another factor was the change in US administration since the
adoption of the UNFCCC. The new Vice-President, Al Gore, was already
associated with concern about climate change and the USA now stated
willingness to negotiate firm targets and deadlines for reducing emis-
sions (Brown 1995). The USA nevertheless insisted on ‘flexibility’ in how
targets could be met, a concept it had introduced at the second meet-
ing of the Ad Hoc Group on the Berlin Mandate (AGBM) in November
1995. These flexibility measures were an outgrowth of earlier calls by
the USA for inclusion of all greenhouse gases, attention to ‘sinks’, such
as forests, that absorb CO2, and ‘joint implementation’ – the idea of
allowing one country to finance emissions reduction in another coun-
try and claim these reductions against its own emissions target. Such
flexible measures also included international emissions trading (Kyoto
Protocol Article 17), whereby countries or companies are allocated cred-
its, or ‘rights to emit’ within an agreed international cap, and then buy
or sell credits depending on the relative costs of not reducing emissions
and buying extra credits if necessary to cover these emissions, or reduc-
ing emissions and selling any unused credits. These flexibility measures
reflected a new interest on the part of the USA in addressing the issue
while forestalling the economic repercussions that might be expected
given the US economy’s high dependence on fossil fuels.

At COP-2, then, delegates were able to agree for the first time on a goal
of negotiating legally binding targets, with the end of 1997 as a dead-
line. Although the OPEC countries, Russia and Australia objected, other
delegates were able to finesse this by including the goal in a Geneva
Ministerial Declaration, rather than in an official COP-2 decision. Even
though not ‘official’, the majority support for this goal (now includ-
ing the USA) was enough to turn the focus of negotiations towards its
achievement by December 1997 (Schröder 2001).

In all the AGBM met eight times to negotiate the post-Convention
stage of the climate regime prior to COP-3 in Kyoto. Delegates to AGBM
meetings had to address three overarching thematic issues. First and
foremost, Annex I countries had to negotiate emissions targets to which
they would be willing to commit themselves. Second, agreement on
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targets would depend on simultaneous acceptance of the US-proposed
‘flexibility mechanisms’, which raised many new and complex ques-
tions. Finally, there was the question of new commitments by non-
Annex I countries, which brought with it the question of incentives,
including financial or technological assistance.

On the issue of commitments, negotiators of the Kyoto Protocol
generally followed the Montreal Protocol model in an attempt to
agree specific emissions reductions for six greenhouse gases – CO2,
methane, nitrous oxide, hydrofluorocarbons (HFCs), perfluorocarbons
(PFCs), and sulphur hexafluoride (SF6) – with a timetable for achieve-
ment by 2008–2012. This ultimately led to agreement by developed
country parties to reduce their overall emissions of these gases by at least
five per cent below 1990 levels for the commitment period 2008–2012
(Kyoto Protocol Article 3.1).

This commitment is weak in numerous ways. First, it is inadequate
in comparison with scientific assessments of what is required, especially
given the Toronto target of a 20 per cent reduction of CO2 emissions by
2005, with a 50 per cent cut in the long term (Lomborg 2001; Schröder
2001), much less the 60 per cent long-term reductions requirement
called for in the IPCC’s First Assessment Report in 1990. Second, Annex I
countries failed to find a general accepted formula for determining their
‘quantified emissions limitation and reduction objectives’ (QELROs), so
the QELROs ultimately listed in an annex of the Protocol were the result
of political expediency: each committing country chose for itself the
emissions reductions it would attempt to achieve over the period 2008–
2012. While many countries chose targets in the seven to eight per cent
range, Australia, Iceland and Norway only committed to reduce their
emissions growth, not to reduce emissions (Annex B). Moreover, the fact
that Australia did not ratify the Protocol until December 2007 arguably
meant a ten-year delay in acting on commitments made in 1997 (see
Bailey and Maresh, this volume).

On the second issue, the Kyoto Protocol ultimately included all the
‘flexibility mechanisms’ the USA had demanded. Calculation of changes
in emissions is to take account of changes in greenhouse gas removals by
sinks resulting from direct human-induced land-use change and forestry
activities since 1990 (Article 3.3). ‘Supplemental’ emissions trading
between parties is allowed under Article 17, and transfer of credits result-
ing from projects aimed at reducing emissions or enhancing removals
of greenhouse gases by sinks is also allowed between Annex I parties
under Article 6 (so-called Joint Implementation). Further flexibility was
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obtained through agreement to allow 1995, rather than 1990, to be the
base year for HFCs, PFCs and SF6 (Article 3.8).

Finally, QELROs were only made by Annex I countries. The UNFCCC
and Kyoto Protocol established mechanisms intended to assist imple-
mentation and encourage developing country participation, although
both catered heavily to donor interests. The UNFCCC refers to a ‘finan-
cial mechanism’ which was entrusted to the already-established and
World Bank-controlled Global Environment Facility. The Protocol also
establishes the Clean Development Mechanism, which, unlike the Mon-
treal Protocol’s Multilateral Fund, is not a fund but rather is supposed
to assist countries ‘as necessary’ (Article 12.6) in funding project activ-
ities from other parties, which would then be allowed to use certified
emission reductions accruing from projects towards compliance with
their own QELROs commitments under Article 3 (Article 12.3(b)). The
implications of this lack of commitment by developing countries were
significant, given that the world’s second and fifth largest CO2 emit-
ters, China and India, were not Annex I parties and were therefore not
covered by the Protocol’s commitments to reductions.

From Kyoto 1997 to Bali 2007

Despite the fact that the negotiation of the Kyoto Protocol lasted 24
hours longer than the time allotted for COP-3, of necessity it left many
specifics to be negotiated later. In addition, some of the troublesome
ideas that had been addressed in Kyoto remained subjects of contention,
such as the question of how far the flexibility mechanisms could sub-
stitute for domestic action to meet emissions targets, and the issue of
equity with regard to developing countries. It took four years to reach
agreement on this ‘operationalization’ of the Protocol.

Meanwhile, the US Senate had unanimously passed a non-binding res-
olution shortly before COP-3 that the USA should not sign any protocol
that mandated new emissions commitments for Annex I parties unless
it ‘also mandate[d] new specific scheduled commitments for developing
country parties within the same compliance period’ (US Senate Debate
2004: 117–29). Although the USA signed the Protocol, the resolution
meant that President Clinton never felt able to send it to the Senate for
ratification. In 2001 the new President Bush went further and ‘withdrew’
the US signature, after which time the USA no longer participated in
debates concerning the details of the Protocol in any meaningful way.
This prompted efforts to weaken the agreement enough to entice the
USA back into the fold, which in turn shifted the politics of ratification
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in favour of other Annex I countries that also preferred a weaker com-
mitment, including Russia, Canada, Japan and Australia, as it meant that
their ratification was now required to ensure the Protocol was ratified by
Annex I parties accounting for at least 55 per cent of CO2 emissions in
1990 and, thus, could enter into force (Porter et al. 2000).

After a stalemate at COP-6 in the Hague in late 2000 and the change in
US administration in early 2001, this ‘anti’ coalition won a series of con-
cessions at COP-6 (Part 2) in Bonn the following July, including low eli-
gibility requirements for the use of flexibility mechanisms and broader
interpretation of provisions on emissions reduction credits for changes
in land use and forestry activities to include forest management, crop-
land management, grazing land management and revegetation (Hanks
et al. 2001). The concessions also included a weak compliance system,
with sanctions comprising a reduction in a country’s allowed emissions
during the envisaged second Protocol commitment period (post-2012).
This, however, is meaningless if there is no second commitment period,
and the post-2012 future is still far from certain.

These compromises resulted in commitments that, according to news
reports at the time, would reduce emissions levels by only two per cent
below their 1990 levels by 2012, rather than the 5.2 per cent agreed
in Kyoto; Greenpeace pejoratively labelled the Bonn agreements ‘Kyoto
lite’ (Kirby 2005). At COP-7 in Marrakesh, later that year, these agree-
ments were formalized into a set of decisions detailing rules and pro-
cedures for operationalizing the Kyoto Protocol, which became known
as the Marrakesh Accords. The Accords were not fully finalized and
adopted until the first Meeting of the Parties to the Kyoto Protocol
(MOP) in November 2005, which took place in conjunction with COP-
11. That this meeting took place at all was remarkable, because until
November 2004 many doubted whether Kyoto would ever enter into
force. Without the USA, the Protocol had to be ratified by all other
Annex I countries, many of whom were still reluctant. The EU, influ-
enced by Germany as the strongest proponent of the climate change
regime, had enough leverage to offer Russia an adequate sweetener: EU
support for Russian entry into the World Trade Organization. A deal was
thus made whereby Russian ratification brought the required amount
of developed country emissions to be covered by the Protocol above
the 55 per cent threshold. The Kyoto Protocol came into effect on 16
February 2005, three months after Russia’s ratification.

Immediately upon Kyoto’s entry into force, the next stage of global
negotiations on what would happen after 2012 had to be tackled.
The Kyoto Protocol itself mandated that consideration of such further
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commitments be initiated at least seven years before the end of the
first commitment period, in other words by 2005 (Article 3.9). At COP-
11/MOP-1, with the new momentum given to the Kyoto Protocol, the
USA pursued the only path open to it. Given that it was not a party
to the Protocol, it would not negotiate future commitments under it
but, instead, insisted on a separate track for negotiations of an entirely
new instrument or protocol under the UNFCCC. While this ‘two track’
approach engendered much debate, it was eventually accepted as the
only way to move forward and bring countries such as the USA on
board. As the USA was the world’s largest economy and largest sin-
gle emitter of CO2 (closely followed by China), this was a key aim for
many. In the end, parties to the Kyoto Protocol (COP-11/MOP-1) cre-
ated an Ad Hoc Working Group on Further Commitments for Annex
I parties under the Kyoto Protocol (AWG) and established a separate
Dialogue on long-term cooperation under the UNFCCC. A third pro-
cess was also begun, to review commitments under Kyoto mandated
under Article 9.

By COP-13/MOP-3 in Bali in December 2007 a decision was due on
how to proceed in relation to negotiating a new instrument for the post-
2012 era. This put renewed pressure on negotiators and ultimately led
to a late-hour agreement on a ‘Bali Roadmap’, which outlines a two-year
process to agree a post-2012 climate regime by 2009. The group even-
tually agreed on keeping Convention and Protocol work under separate
tracks, while formalizing the Convention dialogue track into a second
ad hoc working group. Interestingly, the decision establishing this new
ad hoc working group sets out for the first time a negotiating agenda that
contemplates mitigation actions for both developing and developed
countries and avoids referring to Annex I and non-Annex I countries,
thereby giving more flexibility for considering countries’ contributions
to a future agreement.

Frameworks for analysis

Numerous writers have attempted to use theoretical analysis both
to explain the unfolding process of climate politics and to guide
policy-makers towards more effective actions. In the early 1990s much
attention was directed towards comparisons with the apparent success
story of the Montreal Protocol (for instance, Benedick 1991). There
were numerous similarities between the two issues, including the fact
that they both deal with management of the atmospheric commons.
Ultimately, however, analysts realized that climate change presented
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58 The International Dimension of Climate Policy

many more policy challenges than did ozone depletion because whole
economies were dependent on fossil fuels, unlike the more isolable
ozone-depleting substances. This was especially the case for the USA,
with its immense and relatively inefficient fossil-fuel use. Whereas the
USA championed the Montreal Protocol, it was a laggard on climate
change (Andresen and Agrawala 2002). This had profound implications
for reaching an effective international agreement.

More recent analyses have focused on why global climate politics
have been so problematic and what can be done about it (Soroos
2001; Sprinz and Weiβ 2001). One fruitful path has been taken by
several works seeking to identify why configurations of interests are
formed, the extent to which common interests are held, reasons
behind interest divergence or convergence, how interests shift, and
how these all affect the outcomes of negotiations. This literature may
be dated to Haas’ (1992) theory on epistemic communities: scien-
tific networks that produce and use common scientific knowledge to
influence policy-makers, and to Sprinz and Vaahtoranta’s (1994) works
on interest-based explanations for international environmental policy.
Haas’ claims about the possibility of leadership and influence from
epistemic communities when scientific consensus exists seemed to
explain much about the creation of the ozone regime but left open
the question of why this was not replicated in the climate case. At
the same time, Haas’ claims about the influence of epistemic commu-
nities have been sharply criticized, particularly for their lack of clarity
about how the knowledge community and those in power influence
each other. Moreover, numerous studies have questioned the ability
of scientific communities to influence all negotiations in the same
way, given the existence of adversarial science (Susskind 1994) and
the fact that increasing scientific certainty is not necessarily associ-
ated with greater interest in cooperative action unless new informa-
tion leads to predictions at least as threatening as those made earlier
(Bauer 2006).

Sprinz and Vaahtoranta (1994) attempt to explain cross-national vari-
ance in support for international environmental regulation using two
interest-based factors, ecological vulnerability (the environmental threat
a state faces) and economic capacity (the economic abatement costs for
individual countries). However, they do not investigate whether an
agreement is likely when sets of parties to a negotiation hold differ-
ing interests. This likelihood might depend on other factors, such as the
strength of the states pushing for regulation. Andresen and Agrawala
(2002) further this categorization in their study of leaders, pushers and
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laggards in the climate regime during the 1990s, but, again, without
reaching conclusions on how cooperation might be enhanced.

Others, such as DeSombre (2000) and Barrett (2003), more specifi-
cally address the implications of differing interests for the development
of international environmental regimes. DeSombre examines interna-
tional environmental cooperation as the result of the internationaliza-
tion of domestic policy. DeSombre first targets which domestic policies
are chosen for internationalization, and then the extent to which states
wanting to internationalize national policy succeed in convincing other
states to adopt similar policies. For a state to be motivated to support or
push for international environmental policy there must be both strong
environmental as well as economic incentives for domestic actors, but
for DeSombre the economic interests involved are broader than simple
abatement costs. If industry is already affected by the costs of meeting
domestic regulations it has an incentive to push for their internation-
alization to make other states bear similar environmental protection
costs; alternatively it will push for international regulations to exclude
goods produced by states not subject to those costs. DeSombre’s anal-
ysis does not focus on climate change but is easily extrapolated to
that issue.

Barrett’s (2003) work addresses these questions more directly in rela-
tion to climate politics. Starting with a prisoner’s dilemma model,
Barrett highlights the need to restructure incentives to enforce partic-
ipation and compliance, in order to achieve effective climate treaty
design. This framework, however, assumes common interests and forces
a strained interpretation of all negotiations as lying within the scope
of enforcement issues: ‘Recognizing that it is in their joint interests to
[abate pollution], we might suppose that the two countries will negoti-
ate an agreement which alters the payoffs in such a way that each state’s
own interests compel it to play “abate” (in other words, to cooperate)’
(Barrett 2003: 62). Barrett conceptualizes the main shortcoming of the
Kyoto Protocol as enforcement, because negotiators did not deal with
this issue in a timely way because of a mistaken view among negotia-
tors that it could be addressed later or, as Kyoto participants told him,
that the issue was put off because ‘you cannot solve every aspect of this
problem in one stroke’ (2003: 360–2). This, however, does not address
the question of whether the enforceability of the commitments made
might run counter to the interests of powerful actors.

For an agreement to be self-enforcing requires that all parties benefit
more from an agreement than from the status quo, a point already made
by Keohane (1984), who also appears to assume a common interest in an
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agreement that can be effectively enforced. Neither Barrett nor Keohane
come fully to grips, however, with the fact that the effort to design a
treaty incorporating such incentives is dependent on the bargaining
process, or the fact that bargaining depends on leverage, which has
much to do with the power structure involved.

Davenport (2006) attempts to show that in an asymmetric inter-
national system, effective agreement to ameliorate climate change or
any other global environmental problem depends upon whether the
lead state in the system (the USA) is willing to bear the costs of
manipulating other states’ preferences towards effective agreement. This
depends on the costs and benefits of agreement to the lead state, and
Davenport provides a typology of these potential benefits and costs
to clarify the leader’s true interests on a particular issue such as cli-
mate change. Potential benefits include the obvious environmental
benefits but also the avoidance of costs or the positive economic bene-
fits that industry may gain from international regulation on particular
environmental issues. Costs entail the potential cost of halting regu-
lated activities or activities dependent on a banned substance, the cost
of developing substitutes where possible and the cost of manipulat-
ing other countries’ preferences. Thus, the effectiveness of the future
global climate regime depends in large measure on shifting percep-
tions of these costs and benefits within the USA. To this list might
be added, in the near future, the costs that may be linked to cli-
mate change as a security threat, about which concern has recently
begun to swell within the USA and elsewhere (Brown et al. 2007;
CNA 2007; United Nations Security Council Department of Public
Information 2007).

In a similar vein, Bang et al. (2007) attempt to judge the likely
configuration of the post-2012 climate regime based on perceived inter-
ests within the USA. Given that no major new commitments may be
expected from any country unless the USA also comes on board, it
appears likely that any post-2012 regime will entail a new instrument
under the UNFCCC rather than an amended Kyoto Protocol, as per the
‘Dialogue’ path pushed by the USA, and that this could well entail an
‘exten[sion of] US climate policy to other countries’ (Bang et al. 2007:
1289). For both Davenport and Bang et al., therefore, the key question
for international climate governance is how interests within the USA
ultimately shape national US climate policy and how they may be influ-
enced themselves. The present work addresses this question through
detailed comparative analysis of climate politics in the USA and other
developed countries.
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4
The European Union and the
Politics of Multi-Level Climate
Governance
Chad Damro and Donald MacKenzie

Introduction

While the European Union (EU) is a prominent player in the politics of
climate change, it is neither a state nor an international organization in
the traditional sense. Rather, it operates as a proactive and authoritative
regional collective of affluent democracies that can influence policy-
making in significant ways at the regional and international levels. This
unique position also means that EU policy-making is subject to multi-
ple pressures from both these levels. Despite – and possibly because of –
this, the EU proudly promotes its collective efforts as an exemplar of
how to tackle climate change through a combination of international
and regional commitments.

This chapter begins by discussing the domestic and international
foundations of EU climate policy. It then explores political analysis con-
ducted in this area, including explanations for developments in climate
policy at the EU level. Next, it identifies a number of international obsta-
cles to EU climate policy, and domestic and regional obstacles to its
Emissions Trading Scheme. Particular attention is given to emissions
trading, rather than the EU’s initiatives on renewable energies, biofuels
and vehicle emissions, because emissions trading is widely regarded as
the mainstay of the EU’s climate strategy, now and into the future. It also
exemplifies many of the generic political tensions that exist within EU
climate policy. The chapter concludes by identifying political strategies
available to the EU for overcoming these obstacles and by arguing that,
despite the multiple domestic and international pressures facing the EU,
it seems certain to play a sustained and active role in this policy area.

65
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66 European Union and Politics of Multi-Level Climate Governance

EU climate policy: domestic and international foundations

The EU’s extensive authority in environmental policy is especially
noteworthy given that environmental policy was not included in the
primary legislation (treaties) of the EU until the 1986 Single European
Act. As the 27 member states have pooled sovereignty in environmen-
tal policy, the Union has developed the legal and political capacity to
play a significant role in international environmental policy-making
and to determine domestic climate change legislation. For simplicity,
this study refers to the ‘EU’ throughout, despite legal distinctions that
exist between the EU and European Community (EC) in this policy area.
The term ‘EC’ will be used only when necessary for legal clarity and
when cited in secondary sources.

At the international level, the EU has been an active participant in
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC)
negotiations since their beginning. The EU and its member states
actively promoted the Kyoto Protocol and the 2002 Marrakech Agree-
ment and were rewarded for their efforts in 2005 when enough countries
ratified the Protocol for it to enter into force. A contentious interna-
tional priority for the EU during these negotiations has been the estab-
lishment of binding emissions reduction targets within set timeframes
for Annex I countries. Despite shifting positions and fluctuating influ-
ence during the nearly decade-long UNFCCC negotiations – notably at
the Sixth Conference of Parties in The Hague (Grubb and Yamin 2001) –
the Union is now often described as a ‘leader’ or ‘frontrunner’ in inter-
national climate policy-making (Gupta and Grubb 2000; Gupta and
Ringius 2001; Andresen and Agrawala 2002; Christiansen and Wettestad
2003; Zito 2005; Skodvin and Andresen 2006).

As the EU has established itself in this area, its internal policy
actors have had to navigate a unique landscape of regional institu-
tions. Space constraints prevent a detailed review of the EU’s various
internal decision-making bodies, which include the European Commis-
sion, European Council, Council of Ministers, European Parliament and
European Court of Justice (McCormick 2001; Jordan 2005; Lenschow
2005; Jordan and Schout 2006), or its decision-making procedures.
However, it is worth noting that the Commission holds primary respon-
sibility for proposing new policies, under the broad strategic guidance
given by the European Council of Heads of State and more specific
requests from relevant Councils of Ministers, and for ensuring that
member states implement EU laws properly. Decisions in most areas
of environmental policy on whether to accept or veto Commission
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Chad Damro and Donald MacKenzie 67

proposals are made by the Council of Ministers in co-decision with the
European Parliament. Measures affecting taxation powers, choices on
the structure of energy supply and most areas of land-use planning all
require unanimous Council approval, whereas qualified majority voting
is generally applied to other relevant policy areas.

The Commission has undertaken a number of EU climate-related ini-
tiatives since 1991, when it issued the EU’s first strategy to limit CO2

emissions and improve energy efficiency. This strategy included mea-
sures to promote renewable energy, the securing of voluntary commit-
ments by automobile manufacturers to reduce CO2 emissions (upgraded
to mandatory targets in 2008) and proposals for common taxes on
energy products. The Council of Environment Ministers then asked the
Commission to develop priority actions and policy measures, which
resulted in the launch of the European Climate Change Programme
(ECCP) in June 2000. The ECCP has acted as the Commission’s main
instrument to identify and develop an EU strategy to implement the
Kyoto Protocol. The negotiations over the first ECCP involved a number
of stakeholder groups, including representatives from the Commission’s
Directorates-General, member states and industry and environmental
groups. The political influence exercised by these different actors often
varies across the different issues and instruments under discussion. Like-
wise, political influence and the likelihood of policy change often varies
with the specific constellation of member states actively involved, in
particular the positions taken by environmental leaders and laggards
within the Union (Börzel 2000; Lenschow 2005). A case in point is the
failed proposal for a common EU carbon/energy tax which, as a measure
that would have conferred taxation powers on the EU, required unan-
imous Council support to come into force but was opposed by various
member states on economic or national sovereignty grounds. The com-
promise solution was relatively lax commonminimum duties on a range
of energy products.

As is shown in Table 4.1, the ECCP has generated a considerable vol-
ume of EU-level legislation, mainly in the form of directives that the
member states are legally bound to transpose into national laws. Accord-
ing to the Commission’s accounting, the EU has introduced over 30
climate change initiatives since 2000.

The EU launched its second ECCP in October 2005. This is designed to
run in close cooperation with a wide range of stakeholders and is orga-
nized around several working groups tasked with reviewing ECCP I (with
five subgroups: transport, energy supply, energy demand, non-CO2 gases
and agriculture) and the EU’s Emissions Trading Scheme, as well as
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68 European Union and Politics of Multi-Level Climate Governance

Table 4.1 The European Climate Change Programme

Measure Reduction potential
(millions of tonnes
of CO2 equivalent)
EU-15, 2010

Entry
into force

Starting to
deliver

EU emissions trading
scheme

– 2003 2005

Links to Joint
Implementation and Clean
Development Mechanism

– 2004 2005–8

Directive on promotion of
electricity from renewable
energy sources

100–125 2001 2003

Directive on promotion of
combined heat and power

65 2004 2006

Directive on energy
performance of buildings

35–45 2003 2006

Directive on promotion of
transport biofuels

35–40 2003 2005

Landfill directive 40 1999 2000

Vehicle manufacturer
voluntary commitment
(since replaced by
mandatory targets)

75–80 1998 1999

Energy labelling directives 20 1992 1993

Biomass action plan – 2005 2006

Source: Delbeke (2006: 6).

exploring possible climate measures relating to aviation, automobiles,
carbon capture and storage and adaptation to climate change.

The Commission also organizes its work around the EU Environ-
mental Action Programmes (EAP), which set out the framework and
strategic priorities for EU environmental policy. These are non-binding
frameworks that establish agendas, but the individual regulatory inter-
ventions that follow are still subject to political negotiations on a
case-by-case basis. The most recent Sixth EAP runs from 2002–2012 and
includes four priority areas: climate change; nature and biodiversity;
environment and health; and natural resources and waste. The earlier
Fifth EAP (1993) also included climate change among its themes.

The EU’s ambitious position on greenhouse gas emissions reductions
was clearly elaborated by the European Council meeting of Heads of
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Chad Damro and Donald MacKenzie 69

State and Government held in March 2007, where it was agreed that the
EU would cut its emissions to at least 20 per cent below 1990 levels by
2020. In addition, the EU committed to cutting ‘its emissions to 30 per
cent below 1990 levels by 2020 provided that, as part of a global and
comprehensive post-2012 agreement, other developed countries com-
mit to comparable reductions and advanced developing countries also
contribute adequately to the global effort according to their respective
capabilities’ (European Commission 2007: 9). The EU intends to achieve
these reductions through the measures agreed in the ECCPs and ‘new
measures included in an integrated climate and energy strategy’ (Euro-
pean Commission 2007: 9). The Commission released the first wave of
proposals in January 2008, which included a major expansion in the
stringency and scope of the EU Emissions Trading Scheme (EU ETS).

Additional climate change measures include further funding for
research and technological development. The EU’s Seventh Frame-
work Programme for Research and Development (2007–2013) has an
increased budget of ¤8.4 billion allocated for environment, energy
and transport. This programme is designed to assist the ‘soonest pos-
sible deployment of clean technologies as well as further strengthening
knowledge of climate change and its impacts’ (European Commission
2007: 12). The EU is committed to increasing this research budget
further after 2013.

The EU’s flagship policy to combat climate change is, however,
undoubtedly the EU ETS (Watanabe and Robinson 2005). The estab-
lishment of the EU ETS demonstrates how the Union can operate as
an authoritative regional point of interaction between the national and
the international levels. At the national level, the EU ETS now covers
roughly half of the EU’s CO2 emissions. At the international level, it
represents a case in which the EU changed its position and now seems
to be demonstrating international leadership by example. In opera-
tional terms, the promise of the EU ETS seems positive, but questions
remain about the modalities of emissions trading, the competing inter-
ests engaged in emissions trading, and the actual abatement that will
result from emissions trading processes. The EU ETS is also likely to serve
as a future linking system to other national, regional and international
emissions trading schemes (Oberthür 2006; Legge 2007). For example,
the EU ETS recognizes Clean Development Mechanism and Joint Imple-
mentation credits for emissions reductions financed by one country in
another country, up to certain agreed limits set at national level, as
equivalent emissions allowances that can be used within the scheme.
A brief summary of the key points of the EU ETS is provided in Box 4.1.
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70 European Union and Politics of Multi-Level Climate Governance

Box 4.1 Key features of the EU emissions trading
scheme

The pilot phase of the EU ETS ran from 2005 to 2007. Phase 2
(2008–2012) corresponds to the assessment period for the
Kyoto Protocol. Phase 3 (2013–2020) is set to improve and
extend emissions trading, taking into account future interna-
tional agreements following the expiry of the Kyoto Protocol
in 2012.

The EU ETS is a ‘cap and trade’ scheme. First, the regulator sets
an overall cap on emissions and allocates allowances to green-
house gas producers. Allowances are then traded on an open
market to provide financial incentives for emissions reduction.
Under the first two phases of the EU ETS, large emitters from the
energy, ferrous metals, minerals and pulp and paper sectors were
given annual allocations of allowances, with each allowance cor-
responding to one tonne of CO2. These were based on National
Allocation Plans drawn up by member state governments and
agreed with the European Commission, rather than through a
single EU cap.

During Phase 1, 95 per cent of allowances could be allocated
free of charge, the remainder being auctioned. The maximum
proportion of free allocations reduced to 90 per cent in Phase
2. Allowances can be traded freely between firms, sectors and
member states, but target installations must submit annual returns
to their national verification body each year cancelling permits
corresponding to their actual emissions. The penalty for submit-
ting insufficient allowances during Phase 1 was ¤40 per excess
tonne of CO2; this rose to ¤100 in Phase 2.

In January 2008, the Commission released its plans for Phase 3
of the EU ETS. These include proposals for an EU-wide emissions
cap (as opposed to member-state determined caps), 80 per cent
auctioning of allowances, the inclusion of other greenhouse gases
and sectors (notably aviation) within the scheme, new rules on the
use of credits from emissions-reduction projects in third countries
and flexibility provisions to take into account the differing abate-
ment capabilities and development needs of richer and poorer
member states (European Commission 2008).
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Chad Damro and Donald MacKenzie 71

Despite its unique and complex political arrangements, the EU has
engaged actively in the initiation, institutionalization and implementa-
tion of a variety of climate-related policies. Because of its unique nature,
the EU has had to develop a system of governance capable of chan-
nelling various domestic and international pressures to its advantage.
The result has been a comprehensive ECCP that includes emissions
trading and international recognition as an environmental leader.

Political analysis of EU climate policy

EU climate policy has generated a vast amount of practical and academic
debate and research in recent years. The practical debate and analysis
has engaged citizens, media, public authorities, the private sector and
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) (Mazey and Richardson 1992;
Michaelowa 1998) as well as policy institutions such as the Institute for
European Environmental Policy, Ecologic, Centre for European Policy
Studies and European Environmental Bureau. The EU holds a variety of
stakeholder consultation workshops on issues such as the Green Paper
on Adapting to Climate Change in Europe, and its ECCPs have also ben-
efited from the input of such stakeholder groups. In 1990 the EU made
an internal institutional stride into this public debate when the Coun-
cil approved the creation of the European Environment Agency (EEA).
The key role of the EEA is information provider and analyst, rather than
participant in policy-making, and it boasts a membership of over thirty
countries, including non-EU states like Turkey and Switzerland.

In addition to civil society actors and the EEA, numerous academics
have weighed in with analyses of competing policy options as well as
of the technical and economic implications of EU climate policy. For
example, scholars have analyzed the modalities and politics of burden-
sharing (Oberthür 2006), national allocation plans (Betz et al. 2006),
issues surrounding the auctioning of emissions permits (Mandell 2005;
Hepburn et al. 2006), challenges to the EU ETS (Grubb and Neuhoff
2006), and options for the EU’s long term-strategies and goals in climate
policy (Winne et al. 2005).

The academic literature on the politics of climate change also covers a
number of international and regional issues related to EU climate policy
and the linkages across different levels of analysis. The decision to estab-
lish the EU ETS provides a useful example of such cross-level linkages.
The creation of the world’s largest and most comprehensive emissions
trading scheme in 2003 was a major innovation, with significant costs in
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72 European Union and Politics of Multi-Level Climate Governance

terms of time and other resources. Add to this the international uncer-
tainty surrounding the Kyoto Protocol when the EU began formulating
the EU ETS, and the Union’s decision to move forward with the initiative
seems particularly puzzling and risky. Many factors from the national,
EU and international levels have had an impact on this decision, which
several studies have tried to disentangle.

First, studies have explored the EU’s motivations for adopting the idea
of emissions trading after initially resisting it in international negotia-
tions. Damro and Luaces-Mēndez (2003) argue that the EU did so as
part of a process of policy learning from USA experiences with similar
domestic schemes. Woerdman (2004) moves beyond policy learning to
argue from a path-dependence approach that the shift occurred as the
result of internal and external pressures to maintain climate leadership.
Cass (2005) argues that the EU’s advocacy of emissions trading is best
understood as the result of shifting ‘frames’ of debate that allowed the
Union to overcome domestic obstacles that had previously prevented
support for other market-based mechanisms.

Other studies have focused on the specific reasons why the EU issued
its 2003 directive establishing the EU ETS. Wettestad (2005) tends to
emphasize the central role played by the Commission in utilizing cli-
mate science and emissions trends to overcome veto points, while
Oberthür (2006) and Oberthür and Tänzler (2007) emphasize the causal
role of international regimes. The sum total of these scholarly efforts
suggests that explanations of the EU ETS need to consider a significant
causal role for domestic and international factors.

It is worth identifying briefly some important institutional and other
pressures from different levels that help to explain the EU ETS. At its
most basic level, the EU ETS arose from the UNFCCC and the result-
ing Kyoto commitments. Early in the negotiations, the EU resisted
emissions trading in favour of more command-and-control regulatory
and taxation schemes. By contrast, the USA was the primary driver of
this instrument based on its experience with domestic sulphur dioxide
trading (Christiansen and Wettestad 2003; Damro and Luaces-Mēndez
2003). As the EU gradually changed its position, the USA reduced its
commitment to the Kyoto Process as President Clinton decided not
to send the Protocol to a Senate that publicly opposed ratification,
and President Bush repudiated the Protocol altogether in March 2001
(Lisowski 2002; Steurer 2003).

The differing EU and US positions were a point of contention from
the outset of the negotiations. As Sbragia (1998: 299) points out, as
early as 1992 EU Finance Ministers insisted that any EU carbon tax be
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Chad Damro and Donald MacKenzie 73

implemented only on the condition that the USA and Japan acted in
kind. Japan agreed on condition that the USA enact some kind of carbon
tax. The Clinton administration refused. The EU’s gradual acceptance of
emissions trading allowed for compromise and created an opportunity
for progress in the negotiations. Some of the change in the EU position
can certainly be attributed to an international process of policy learn-
ing. For example, Commission officials observed US trading schemes in
action and stated publicly that ‘the ETS’s “cap and trade” system was
inspired by a United States model introduced in the 1990s to curb acid
rain’ (European Commission 2006: 2). Domestic politics and institu-
tional obstacles also played a role. In the early 1990s, the Commission
realized that it would face a difficult if not impossible battle with the
member states over a common carbon/energy tax because fiscal instru-
ments require unanimous support in the Council of Ministers. Since
the Commission was unlikely to convince all member states to agree
to the tax, it began promoting carbon trading. The combination, there-
fore, of international policy learning and domestic political-institutional
constraints highlight the pressures coming from different levels. This
change of approach has placed the EU in an international ‘leadership’
role by making the EU the most important advocate of emissions trading
within the Kyoto framework (Wettestad 2005).

As its international role and commitment evolved, the EU began to
push for a domestic Europe-wide ETS – an initiative that, crucially,
was supported by important economic actors as a new market to com-
plement any future international emissions trading schemes. Despite
the costs, the EU moved forward very rapidly in establishing the new
instrument (Oberthür and Tänzler 2007). The speed with which this
happened is striking for two reasons: (i) the EU lacked previous expe-
rience with this market-based mechanism; and (ii) its advocates had
to, and did, overcome obstacles within the EU’s complex policy-making
process quickly and skilfully.

Obstacles to EU climate policy

Despite the EU’s apparent success in its multi-level engagements with
climate policy, it faces a number of international and domestic political
obstacles to more vigorous action on climate policy. Given the mul-
titude of significant veto points during international negotiations and
the development of internal policies, this section focuses on key selected
international and regional obstacles facing the EU and its flagship ETS,
many of which are shared with other aspects of EU climate policy.
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International obstacles to EU climate policy

While climate change mitigation is clearly in the interest of all states,
the means through which responsive polices will be negotiated and
promulgated internationally remain subject to the specific domestic pol-
itics of individual states and the variety of public- and private-sector
actors involved in these politics. At the international level, obstacles
include the need to overcome the conflicting interests of the negotiat-
ing parties in the UNFCCC, and obstacles to initiatives promoting global
environmental governance (Vogler 2005).

First and foremost, the EU must consider the role played by the
Asia-Pacific Partnership on Clean Development and Climate (APP). The
APP was launched in January 2006 as a non-treaty agreement and
currently includes Australia, Canada, China, India, Japan, Republic of
Korea and the USA. APP members account for about half of the world’s
population, economic output, greenhouse gas emissions and energy
consumption. They also produce about 65 per cent of the world’s coal,
48 per cent of the world’s steel, 37 per cent of the world’s aluminium
and 61 per cent of the world’s cement (APP 2008). The APP’s prior-
ities focus on technology-based solutions, and a determination that
members should be allowed to set their own goals for reducing emis-
sions individually, with no mandatory enforcement mechanisms. The
EU accepts technological solutions as additional measures to combat
climate change; however, the EU’s firm advocacy of binding enforce-
ment mechanisms makes it uncertain how far it will be able to pursue
compromise with the APP.

Second, a fully and consistently operable EU ETS will place the EU in
a good position to sustain its international leadership role by exploit-
ing first-mover advantages and potential linkages to other emerging
emissions trading schemes in countries such as Australia. According to
the Commission, ‘the ETS is open to linking with compatible green-
house gas emission trading schemes in other countries that have ratified
the Kyoto Protocol. It is foreseen that each side would agree to recog-
nize allowances issued by the other, thereby expanding the market for
trading’ (European Commission 2005). The Union has also recently con-
firmed EU ETS participation by three non-EU states: Norway, Iceland and
Lichtenstein.

When the EU ETS began operating in a pilot Phase on 1 January 2005,
the member states granted emissions permits (allowances) for three
years until 2007 to large emitters such as factories and power stations,
mainly for free. In April and May 2006, however, the carbon market

10.1057/9780230594678 – Turning Down the Heat: The Politics 
of Climate Policy in Affluent Democracies, H. Compston; I. Bailey

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 m

at
er

ia
l f

ro
m

 p
al

gr
av

ec
on

ne
ct

.c
om

. N
o 

re
pr

od
uc

tio
n 

or
 d

is
tri

bu
tio

n,
 in

cl
ud

in
g 

vi
a 

w
eb

si
te

s,
 is

 p
er

m
itt

ed
 w

ith
ou

t t
he

 w
rit

te
n 

pe
rm

is
si

on
 o

f P
al

gr
av

e 
M

ac
m

ill
an

 –
 ri

gh
ts

@
pa

lg
ra

ve
.c

om

Mailto:rights@palgrave.com


Chad Damro and Donald MacKenzie 75

crashed when the price of permits to emit a tonne of CO2 plunged
72 per cent to ¤8.60 in just three weeks. This was precipitated by a
series of data releases which showed the EU ETS had a major surplus
of allowances caused by member states issuing greater numbers of per-
mits than were required to cover actual emissions in order to protect
their energy sectors and trade-exposed industries (Grubb and Neuhoff
2006). In essence, this failure revealed the ever-present tensions between
national self-interest, national sovereignty and EU solidarity on climate
change. Similar tensions emerged over allocations for the period 2008–
2012, although the Commission has taken a stronger stance with the
member states, insisting that many governments reduce their national
allocations, and is seeking an EU-wide emissions cap from 2013 onwards
(Bailey 2007). These experiences nevertheless reveal potential imple-
mentation problems that could undermine the EU ETS credibility and
the EU’s prospects for leadership at the international level.

Similarly, the strategy of linking the EU ETS to other national, regional
and international emissions trading schemes (Oberthür 2006; Legge
2007) will have to overcome a number of obstacles related to the
technological compatibility, economic/financial viability and political
feasibility of linking schemes.

Regional obstacles to the EU emissions trading scheme

The EU also faces internal regional obstacles to the legalities and modal-
ities of the EU ETS. In particular, avoiding another price crash will
require continued and robust scrutiny of national allocations. The most
important obstacle in this regard may be the way National Allocation
Plans (NAPs) are formulated and approved. The NAPs remain a con-
troversial issue among the Union’s environmental leaders and laggards,
with many member states disagreeing with Commission allocation deci-
sions. In August 2007, Latvia joined Poland, Czech Republic, Slovakia,
Hungary and Estonia in taking the Commission to the European Court
of Justice over specific emissions calculations and whether the Commis-
sion has the right to influence member states’ choice of energy supply
by imposing national emissions caps. Such legal challenges reflect very
real practical (the tendency for member states to seek over-allocations)
and political tensions in the development of regional emissions trading
schemes (Bailey 2007).

As well as these qualitative obstacles, quantitative obstacles obstruct
progress towards the enhanced goals set out in the European Coun-
cil’s Summit in March 2007. Achieving these will require improved
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performance from all member states and, along with the Commission’s
proposal to move from the predominant free issue of emissions permits
towards up to 80 per cent auctioning, will exacerbate frictions with some
industry groups. The EU’s 27 members must grapple with different start-
ing points and different abilities to reach these targets (Legge 2007),
while also ensuring that aviation emissions are dealt with appropriately.

Important EU member states have already expressed opposition to
the Commission’s blueprint for a post-2012 climate change regime. For
example, French President Nicolas Sarkozy wrote to the President of the
Commission stating that:

Some of the pending proposals are ‘neither efficient, fair nor econom-
ically sustainable’ for France . . . ‘European constraints would push
industry to shift production to these countries [without similar car-
bon reduction obligations]. Global emissions would not fall and jobs
would disappear from Europe’ . . . French officials have reportedly also
consulted their German counterparts on how to react.

(Kubosova 2008a)

The French Government is by no means the only actor to identify possi-
ble negative impacts on certain industrial sectors as an obstacle to more
vigorous EU climate policies. The Commission’s initiatives are expected
to affect, to varying degrees, energy-intensive industries such as alu-
minium, cement, chemicals, fertilizers, pulp and paper and steel. As
Kubosova (2008a) notes, ‘these industries are expected to have to raise
their prices under the more stringent green rules, weakening their posi-
tion against competitors from other economic superpowers such as the
USA or China’.

The EU’s climate policies are also likely to face lobbying pressure from
labour and other societal groups. Trade unions have already urged the
Commission to delay a package of new climate policies ‘rather than
introduce it without measures designed to soften its “social impact” ’
(Kubosova 2008a). This package, which includes the review of the EU
ETS in preparation for the post-2012 regime, also focuses on other
changes necessary to achieve the EU’s desired 20 per cent cut in emis-
sions below 1990 levels by 2020 and the expansion in renewable energy
articulated in the European Council’s decision in March 2007. European
labour leaders do acknowledge consultation with EU officials during the
review process, but the secretary general of the European Trade Union
Confederation has asserted that his organization would like a ‘ “Euro-
pean low-carbon economy adjustment fund” to help workers affected
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by job losses, as well as a carbon levy on imports to protect Europe’s
heavy industry from competition from abroad’ (Kubosova 2008a).

Leaders of European environmental and development NGOs can be
expected to maintain their claims that the Union’s initiatives do not go
far enough or that they create distorted effects. For example, opposition
has already been voiced over the EU’s goal of obtaining ten per cent of
transport fuels from biofuels by 2020. A group of 17 NGOs – including
Oxfam and Friends of the Earth – wrote to the EU’s Energy Com-
missioner in January 2008 asking for tougher standards. Among their
concerns were a lack of protection for important ecosystems and water
and soil resources, as well as the unintended consequences of increas-
ing food and feed prices, and exacerbating water scarcity, that would
negatively impact the world’s poor (Kubosova 2008b). The Commission
has sought to develop a relatively open decision-making structure to
ensure the practicality and acceptability of its climate policies. However,
by definition this expands the range of actors that can pressurize the
policy process via lobbying.

Political strategies for future EU climate policy

All 27 member states as well as the various EU institutions have their
own interests and strategies on climate change, creating an institutional
complexity that often confounds efforts to identify a single strategic
actor. This section simplifies this complexity by focusing on the polit-
ical strategies open to the Commission as the main initiator of new
EU strategies and overseer of their implementation. Unlike the national
polities examined in this book, the Commission does not face direct
electoral pressures, but its system of active stakeholder engagement
demonstrates that it is certainly not insensitive to outside opinion. How-
ever, interactions with public opinion tend to be mediated through the
European Council, the various Councils of Ministers and the European
Parliament. This presents unique opportunities and constraints in rela-
tion to the political strategies available to the Commission to achieve
deeper cuts in greenhouse gas emissions.

International strategies

The EU remains a prominent actor in international climate negotiations
and, during the UN Climate Change Conference in Bali in December
2007, asserted a bold new position. Many expected the Bali negotiations
to focus on a roadmap that would deal with the procedural issues of
launching and organizing the post-2012 regime. On the EU’s insistence,
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however, the resulting Convention’s objective of preventing dangerous
levels of climate change refers to a section of the IPCC’s recent Fourth
Assessment Report ‘which demonstrates that emissions reductions for
developed countries in the range of 25–40 per cent below 1990 lev-
els by 2020 are required to limit global warming to 2 degrees above
pre-industrial levels’ (European Union 2007). This assertion generated
significant opposition from some national parties and, at the time,
might have seemed an unproductive strategy that could have jeopar-
dized the launch of the negotiations. The insertion of this section in the
Convention, however, seems to have vindicated this bold strategy.

Despite this early success, the Union must develop further strategies
to garner support among other UNFCCC parties if it hopes to shape the
post-2012 system in line with its preferences. In particular, the negoti-
ations will have to address emissions targets for Annex II (developing)
countries. Here the EU will have to play a prominent role through its
input in the forthcoming review of the Kyoto Protocol, scheduled for
completion in December 2008, and new incentives and sustained polit-
ical pressure will be needed to ensure that developed and developing
countries agree to future commitments. This will also require careful
tracking of the shifting coalitions among other parties, both developed
and developing countries.

As the weight of scientific evidence on climate changes increases,
adjustments in government policies among the Annex I countries –
especially the APP – may change the nature of international climate
politics. The EU must monitor closely, and respond to, these adjust-
ments. Such strategies include intensified public information campaigns
in the APP countries and concerted diplomatic efforts targeted at APP
members with new governments, in particular Australia and, soon, the
USA. The EU may also need to take forward a threat of additional levies
on products coming from states that have not ratified the Kyoto Proto-
col, although it will need to be careful not to contravene World Trade
Organization (WTO) trade rules.

To pressure developing countries, the EU may consider more positive
strategies, such as linking aid and trade packages to specific emission
reduction goals. As the world’s largest aid donor and trading bloc, and
a significant source and destination of foreign investment, the EU pos-
sesses considerable economic leverage to encourage reforms in develop-
ing countries. Although the EU’s rather tarnished reputation acquired in
previous trade negotiations with developing countries may undermine
the credibility of this tactic, it might be able to encourage some coun-
tries to adopt specific agreements under the post-2012 regime by linking
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these to Union support for WTO membership. Many non-WTO mem-
bers (and WTO members) will resist such pressure, but several countries
that are not yet full members – for example Algeria, Azerbaijan, Belarus,
Ethiopia, Iran, Kazakhstan, Laos, Libya, Sudan, Ukraine, Uzbekistan and
Yemen – may be susceptible if the offer is part of an integrated package
that covers other policy areas as well.

Much of the EU’s international strategy will also depend on how suc-
cessfully it implements its internal climate change policies. Ensuring
effective functioning of the EU ETS, and increasing technological and
professional coordination between financial industries involved in the
EU ETS, will increase support for linkages to other trading schemes.
Setting a normative example at home may, therefore, be an effective
strategy for changing ideas and policies abroad.

Regional strategies

At the regional level, the Commission’s political strategizing must first
and foremost recognize the crucial role and reasoning of the member
states in determining the adoption of new climate policies. Member
states often challenge EU climate directives not because they are anti-
environment but because they are concerned about whether policy
decisions are best made in national capitals or Brussels; the extent to
which such decisions bind them into further integration; and the impli-
cations of ambitious EU policies for their economic competitiveness.
The Commission has, of course, faced similar challenges across many
policy areas and has developed well-known strategies to cope with
them, such as a strong emphasis on scientific evidence in proposals,
widespread stakeholder consultation and deliberately tabling overam-
bitious proposals knowing that whatever measures are put forward are
likely to be negotiated down in the Council of Ministers (Sbragia 1998;
Jordan 2005).

Alongside these standard recipes, specific strategies to promote the
EU’s internal climate policies must first include provisions to man-
age cooperation among its enlarged membership of 27 member states.
Following the 2004 and 2007 accessions, the EU faces the additional
challenge of ensuring robust policy implementation in a number of rela-
tively poor new member states that have strong development needs and
ambitions, and a poor track record on monitoring and enforcement.
Many of these states also rely on heavily polluting lignite and ageing
nuclear power facilities for energy production. It is no coincidence that
all the member states that challenged the Commission’s decisions on
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national emissions caps for Phase two of the EU ETS were recent acces-
sion countries (Massai 2007). Transitional periods will be required but
must be managed carefully to avoid exacerbating divisions between
environmental leader and laggard states. Building public support in the
new member states will also be problematic due to the low priority of
environmental issues in these countries, as indicated by a recent finding
that ‘more than 62 per cent in the new Member States fear to be with-
out a job and only 3 per cent think that environmental protection is the
most pressing problem’ (Böhm 2006: 241–2).

A second strategy, which is already being pursued but has signifi-
cant remaining potential, is to promote more integrated policy-making
across policy areas to increase the co-benefits arising from climate
policies and, hence, their acceptability to member states and other
stakeholders. One example is the linking of climate-related strategies
to energy security; another is the use of revenue from EU ETS allowance
auctions to support tax cuts or other economic stimuli. The EU’s Action
Plan on Energy, adopted at the European Council of March 2007, calls
for ‘concrete actions to achieve a competitive, sustainable and secure
energy system’ in parallel with greenhouse gas reductions (European
Commission 2007: 10). It also sets goals for energy policy linked to
energy efficiency for appliances, expansion in renewable energy pro-
duction, increased use of biofuels and the use of carbon capture and
storage. The EU will also to need to ensure a tight focus on sustain-
able biofuels production in order to meet the concerns of NGOs and
others about the potential adverse effects of increased biofuels use on
agriculture producers at home and abroad.

Another key component of securing energy security co-benefits will
be to formulate an effective foreign policy that addresses its depen-
dence on non-Union (in particular, Russian) energy sources. Because
decisions on the structure of energy supply require unanimous sup-
port within the Council of Ministers, the EU’s ability to intervene on
this front is restricted and pursuit of this important (and highly popu-
lar) co-benefit may require proposals that link energy policy goals with
changes in other single market policies on which decisions can be taken
by qualified majority.

A third political strategy needed to meet emissions targets is further
broadening of the scope of climate policies, in particular to encom-
pass transport and non-carbon gases. The decision to include aviation
in Phase 3 of the EU ETS represents an important step in this direc-
tion; however, coverage of other transportation sectors – in particu-
lar, shipping and automobiles – will be a contentious but necessary
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political objective. The Commission’s proposal to extend the EU ETS
to all greenhouse gases should further enhance the scheme’s impact
but will also add complicated and contentious new dimensions to the
monitoring and enforcement of EU climate policy. Such measures will
certainly encounter varying levels of opposition from different member
states and stakeholder groups. The Commission will have to build coali-
tions of support among diverse political and economic actors, taking
care to identify the common public- and private-sector interests served
by incorporating other sectors and gases into the EU ETS. Given this
landscape, the EU must develop strategies supported by financial service
providers and other sectors that stand to benefit from emissions trading.

Another tactic for broadening the base of EU climate policy is further
expansion of renewable energies. Ensuring the political acceptability
of this to the member states will require gradualism in the way tar-
gets are increased and differentiation between member states based on
their capabilities. The Commission has already taken steps in this direc-
tion, setting criteria for determining contributions based on member
states’ geographical potential to produce energy from different renew-
able sources and their economic capacity to support investment as
indicated by GDP per capita (Goldirova 2007). The political sensitivi-
ties involved in adjudicating these criteria will require the Commission
to develop a convincing methodology for determining national capabil-
ities that will be acceptable to all member states, or face further cases
before the European Court of Justice.

Fourth and finally, further reforms are required to the process used to
allocate national emission permits among its member states. National
allocations for the EU ETS have become more realistic during Phase
two of the scheme – aided by better data from monitoring activities
and verified emissions during the trial period – which should reduce,
but not necessarily eliminate, the likelihood of inflated claims of need
and future market crashes. The political heat can theoretically be taken
out of this issue further if the member states accept the Commis-
sion’s principle of an EU-wide emissions cap. Disputes over the issue
of allocations may also be reduced by the Commission’s proposals to
increase the auctioning of EU ETS permits to 80 per cent (Mandell 2005;
Hepburn et al. 2006), as this would privilege market forces over political
arguments about national need as the mechanism to allocate permits.
However, national allocations remain a politically sensitive issue and
careful judgement will be required to ensure that the new approach
remains sensitive to the differing development needs, energy structures
and abatement potentials of different member states.
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At first glance, the EU’s uniquely complex institutional and
sovereignty-sharing arrangements might seem to militate against it
being a major actor in climate politics and policy. However, its posi-
tion as a permanent and authoritative point of national and inter-
national interaction also provides it with significant opportunities to
influence climate policy at multiple levels, while the Commission’s rel-
ative distance from direct electoral pressures enables it to develop more
ambitious proposals than some of its member states would otherwise
contemplate. Despite this, all EU policies remain subject to national
scrutiny via the Council of Ministers, so that EU climate policies both
transcend and remained strongly tied to national political interests.

In the final analysis, much of the EU’s domestic and international
credibility in climate policy may hinge on the fortunes of the EU ETS.
If the scheme is successful in reducing emissions, it is likely to stimulate
further policy and technological innovations as well as enhanced policy
learning and diffusion to other regions. A fully functional EU ETS should
also create a first-mover advantage in lucrative financial services and set
the seal on the EU’s reputation as a major player in international and
regional climate policy. Conversely, weaknesses in the scheme are likely
to be seized upon by certain member states and UNFCCC parties as a
justification for the continuation of more conservative climate policies.
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5
Federal Climate Politics in the
United States: Polarization and
Paralysis
Paul R. Brewer and Andrew Pease

Introduction

The debate over global climate change came to movie theatres in the
United States with the 2006 release of An Inconvenient Truth, a documen-
tary presentation of evidence that human-produced greenhouse gases
are contributing to such change. The film starred Al Gore, who served as
vice president of the United States from 1993 to 2001 and ran unsuccess-
fully for the presidency in 2000 as the nominee of the Democratic Party.
An Inconvenient Truth was a commercial and critical success, earning over
$23 million in the United States and winning an Academy Award for
Best Documentary (Internet Movie Database 2007). In broader terms,
the documentary not only generated news media coverage and helped
fuel public debate; it also appeared to resonate with public opinion. Polls
showed that majorities of the public believed that global climate change
was occurring, that human activity was contributing to it, that it was a
serious problem, and that government should act to address it (see, for
example, Bowman 2007; Polling Report 2007a). Nevertheless, the release
of An Inconvenient Truth failed to generate public policy shifts on the part
of the US government. Indeed efforts to address climate change at the
federal level have met with little success over the past two decades.

US policy efforts to address climate change

The first major effort by the US government to address climate change
occurred in 1991 when President George H.W. Bush unveiled his Action
Agenda on Climate Change. The lack of binding emissions reduction
targets in the Agenda reflected the administration’s ambivalence on
climate change. On one hand, the release of the Intergovernmental
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86 Federal Climate Politics in the United States

Panel on Climate Change’s (IPCC) First Assessment Report in 1990, and
the growing international consensus regarding climate change, made
it impossible for Bush, a self-professed ‘environmental president’, to
ignore the issue completely. On the other hand, the Bush presidency
was still reeling from a broken promise not to raise taxes. Despite a
1991 report issued by the National Academy of Sciences (1991: 73)
stating that ‘the United States could reduce or offset its greenhouse
gas emissions by between 10 and 40 per cent of 1990 levels at low
cost, or at some net savings, if proper policies are implemented’, con-
servative Republicans in Congress were convinced that any binding
resolution to reduce greenhouse gas emissions would entail a steep rise
in energy taxes.

With the 1992 presidential race looming, Bush could not afford to
enter into an agreement that would further antagonize the conser-
vative bloc of his party. During the negotiations leading up to what
would eventually become the United Nations Framework Convention
on Climate Change (UNFCCC), the Bush camp refused to commit to
a binding agreement to reduce carbon dioxide emissions by a specific
date. The final version of the UNFCCC, which the Senate ratified on 7
October 1992, contained only ‘non-binding’ voluntary reduction goals,
requiring that all signatory nations commit to achieving ‘stabilization of
greenhouse gas concentrations in the atmosphere at a level that would
prevent dangerous anthropogenic interference with the climate system’
and that they prepare a ‘national action plan to address emissions of
greenhouse gases’ (Parker and Blodgett 2007: 1).

In accordance with the steps outlined in the UNFCCC, Bush released
the National Action Plan for Global Climate Change in December
1992. The Plan included numerous carbon dioxide reduction initiatives,
highlighted by Environmental Protection Agency programmes such as
Energy Star, which promoted energy-efficient consumer products, and
Green Lights, which encouraged US corporations to install energy-
efficient lighting. The voluntary (as opposed to regulatory) nature of
the various initiatives included in the Plan further underscored the lim-
its of the Bush administration’s approach to climate change. The Bush
policy, dubbed ‘no regrets’, did not go beyond advocating programmes
that were justifiable for reasons other than reducing greenhouse gas
emissions, such as energy conservation or pollution control, and that
could be implemented at no cost to taxpayers (Yacobucci and Parker
2006). The concomitant emissions reductions were viewed as an ancil-
lary bonus, but the perceived scientific uncertainty regarding climate
change was deemed to be too great to justify taking substantive actions
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Paul R. Brewer and Andrew Pease 87

with the sole purpose of reducing greenhouse gas emissions (Parker and
Blodgett 1999).

Bill Clinton’s victory in the 1992 presidential election buoyed hopes
for the implementation of more aggressive federal policies regarding
climate change. The Clinton administration’s legacy regarding climate
change, however, was largely one of failed efforts and unfulfilled
promise. In 1993 Clinton attempted to implement a British Thermal
Unit (BTU) tax that ‘would have taxed virtually all forms of fossil fuel
energy in the US’ (Fisher 2004: 122). Despite the control of both the
House and the Senate by his fellow Democrats, Clinton was unable
to muster enough votes to push the BTU tax through Congress. Fierce
opposition from the business lobby convinced a number of Democratic
senators to cross party lines and oppose the levy. Clinton ultimately
backed away from his proposal following a closed-door strategy session
with key Senate Democrats in which he was allegedly told that the odds
of the Senate passing the BTU tax in the form that he proposed were
‘extremely gloomy’ (Rosenbaum 1993: B1). In many respects the failed
BTU tax may have been the Clinton administration’s best opportunity
for successfully implementing a meaningful climate change policy ini-
tiative. The 1994 midterm elections, which ushered in a Republican
majority in Congress, effectively doomed the administration’s future
efforts to pass binding climate change legislation.

The growing partisan divide over climate change policy, already evi-
dent in the debates surrounding the failed BTU tax, was exacerbated
in 1995 by the Clinton administration’s decision to endorse the Berlin
Mandate despite fervent objections from congressional Republicans.
Given that the majority of the UNFCCC’s signatory nations had failed
to reduce their levels of greenhouse gas emissions on a voluntary
basis, the Berlin Mandate was designed to provide a roadmap for a
future international agreement (eventually, the Kyoto Protocol) that
would include legally binding and enforceable targets (Fisher 2004).
The Berlin Mandate’s provision to exempt developing nations from
binding commitments was the chief cause of discord, as many in
Congress believed that its inclusion would place the United States
at an economic disadvantage in relation to exempt nations such
as India and China. Nevertheless, Clinton signed the 1996 Geneva
Declaration, which stipulated that the next round of negotiations, to
be held the following year in Kyoto, would produce an agreement
that included legally binding emissions targets which, because of the
Berlin Mandate, would apply only to Annex I (‘developed’) nations
(Fisher 2004).
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88 Federal Climate Politics in the United States

In a preemptive strike designed to assert the parameters under which
it would approve an agreement emerging from the Kyoto negotiations,
the Senate unanimously passed Senate Resolution 98, better known as
the Byrd–Hagel Resolution (Fisher 2004), which stated that the United
States should not sign any international agreement on greenhouse gas
reduction that exempted developing nations. In addition, an agreement
would be unacceptable if it could ‘result in serious harm to the economy
of the United States’ (Senate Report 105–54 1997: 24).

As expected, the final version of the Kyoto Protocol did not meet the
guidelines set forth in the Byrd–Hagel Resolution. Nevertheless, Clinton
chose to make the United States a signatory nation, calling the Protocol
a work in progress (Fisher 2004). At the same time, he stated that he
would not submit it to the Senate for ratification until at least some
non-Annex I nations committed to binding emissions targets (Parker
and Blodgett 1999). The key non-Annex I nations did not make this
commitment; consequently the Kyoto Protocol languished, signed but
not ratified, for the duration of the Clinton administration.

For practical purposes, the Clinton administration’s climate change
policy did not deviate significantly from the previous Bush adminis-
tration’s policy of ‘no regrets’. Clinton’s Climate Action Plans outlined
a host of voluntary measures, such as a ‘Golden Carrot’ programme
to induce improvements in the efficiency of industrial equipment, a
renewable energy consortium, a programme to encourage employers
to replace parking subsidies with cash incentives for shared commut-
ing and a programme to promote more efficient nitrogen fertilizer use
(Yacobucci and Parker 2006). Although the specific policy initiatives had
changed, the net result did not. Despite the various voluntary initia-
tives enacted during the 1990s, emissions continued to rise. Just prior to
the Kyoto negotiations in 1997, carbon dioxide emissions were already
12.9 per cent above 1990 levels (Fisher 2004).

In 2001 Clinton was succeeded by a Republican, George W. Bush.
On 11 June of that year, the new president formally rejected the
Kyoto Protocol, saying that it was ‘fatally flawed in fundamental ways’
(Yacobucci and Parker 2006: 5–6). His arguments echoed the Congres-
sional concerns codified in the Byrd–Hagel Resolution, namely that the
Kyoto Protocol exempted China and other large developing nations and
that substantial reductions in greenhouse gas emissions would entail
substantial economic costs. Instead of mandatory emissions reductions,
Bush advocated voluntary measures aimed at reducing greenhouse gas
intensity, that is, the ratio of greenhouse gas emissions to economic
output (Fletcher and Parker 2007). Bush’s 2002 Climate Action Report
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Paul R. Brewer and Andrew Pease 89

followed the same ‘no regrets’ policy course charted by the previous
two administrations. Of the 50 initiatives summarized in the report,
only six were described as regulatory (as opposed to voluntary), and
the programmes described as regulatory were implemented to meet
other objectives while producing concomitant emissions reductions
(Yacobucci and Parker 2006).

In the absence of executive leadership on the issue, some members
of Congress attempted to fill the void. As of 17 July 2007, members
of the 110th Congress had introduced 54 bills – 28 in the Senate and
26 in the House – that directly addressed climate change (Ramseur and
Yacobucci 2007). Developments also occurred on the judicial front. On
2 April 2007, the US Supreme Court determined in Massachusetts v. EPA
that the Clean Air Act authorizes the EPA to regulate emissions from new
motor vehicles on the basis of their possible climate change impacts.

Although the Bush administration has consistently opposed enter-
ing into any international agreement that includes binding emissions
targets, it has been more active recently in attempting to engage for-
eign nations – especially developing economic powers such as India
and China – in cooperative efforts to reduce greenhouse gas intensity
through voluntary measures. In July 2005 the United States announced
the formation of the Asia–Pacific Partnership on Clean Development
and Climate (APP). This six-nation partnership, consisting of China,
India, South Korea, Japan, Australia and the United States, focused
on developing new technologies to reduce greenhouse gas intensity
(Fletcher and Parker 2007).

In September 2007, Bush also invited representatives of 15 of the
world’s largest economies to the White House for a two-day conference
on global climate change. In his address to the gathered delegates, Bush
called on ‘all the world’s largest producers of greenhouse gas emissions,
including developed and developing nations’, to come together and
‘set a long-term goal for reducing’ greenhouse emissions (White House
2007). ‘By setting this goal, we acknowledge there is a problem, and by
setting this goal, we commit ourselves to doing something about it’, said
Bush. This shift in rhetoric, however, was not matched by substantive
policy change.

Political obstacles to US action on climate change

Before looking at specific obstacles to US policy action on climate
change, it is important to note two structural features of the national
government that serve to make any sort of policy action difficult. The
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90 Federal Climate Politics in the United States

first is the system of checks and balances that the US Constitution
imposes on the policy-making process. In order to be enacted as law,
a piece of legislation must win majority approval in both chambers of
the US Congress – the House of Representatives and the Senate – and
then be signed by the president. In practice, a minority of 40 (out of
100) US senators can block legislation through a procedural manoeu-
vre known as the filibuster. A presidential veto of a bill can only be
overridden by a two-thirds vote in both chambers. In addition, treaties
negotiated by the president must be ratified by a two-thirds vote of the
Senate. These checks and balances provide multiple routes for blocking
policy change.

The second structural impediment to policy-making is the potential
for – and frequent presence of – divided party control of government.
Two parties, the Democrats and the Republicans, dominate national
politics. Throughout most of the past two decades these parties have
split control of the presidency, the Senate and the House. When
Republican George H.W. Bush won the presidency in 1988 he faced a
Congress in which the Democrats controlled both chambers. Although
Democrat Bill Clinton succeeded him in 1992, unified control of
government lasted only until the Republican takeover of Congress in
1994. Republican George W. Bush enjoyed a brief period of unified con-
trol in 2001 and a longer one from 2002 to 2006, but the Democrats won
control of both chambers in 2006. In times of divided government, pol-
icy changes are particularly difficult to enact without bipartisan support.

These structural obstacles might not matter so much if there were a
political consensus in favour of policy action on climate change. No
such consensus exists in the United States, however. Instead, an anti-
environmental movement has been active in opposing new efforts to
address climate change through public policy. This movement com-
bines powerful economic interests – including the automobile, coal and
oil industries – with conservative organizations and Republican politi-
cians (see, for example, McCright and Dunlap 2000; 2003). The fossil
fuel industries have typically seen policy proposals on climate change
as moves to impose costs upon them and threaten their profits. Conser-
vative organizations and Republican politicians, in turn, have often held
extensive connections to, and drawn substantial support from, these
industries.

The various actors who make up the anti-environmental movement
have expended considerable energy andmoney in promoting scepticism
about scientific evidence regarding climate change and publicizing the
potential economic costs of policy efforts to address climate change.
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For example, on 28 July 2003 Senator James Inhofe, a conservative
Republican, delivered a speech to his colleagues in which he argued
that ‘the claim that global warming is caused by man-made emissions
is simply untrue and not based on sound science’; that ‘CO2 does not
cause catastrophic disasters – actually it would be beneficial to our
environment and our economy’; that ‘Kyoto would impose huge costs
on Americans, especially the poor’; and that ‘proponents [of Kyoto]
favour handicapping the American economy through carbon taxes and
more regulations’. He concluded by suggesting that ‘man-made global
warming is the greatest hoax ever perpetrated on the American people’
(Inhofe 2003).

In a pair of studies, McCright and Dunlap examined how conserva-
tive think tanks worked to promote such claims from 1990 to 1997.
Their first study showed that the websites of these think tanks empha-
sized uncertainty in the evidence for climate change while emphasizing
certainty in the costs imposed by policies intended to combat climate
change (McCright and Dunlap 2000). A follow-up study showed how
conservative think tanks and climate change sceptics affiliated with
fossil fuel industries exploited the ‘political opportunity structure’ pro-
duced by the 1994 Republican takeover of Congress to undermine
support for the Kyoto Protocol (McCright and Dunlap 2000: 360). Since
1997 the anti-environmental movement has continued its efforts along
these lines. In 2007, for example, the American Enterprise Institute – a
conservative think tank funded in part by oil company Exxon Mobil –
offered a $10,000 reward for ‘for articles [emphasizing] the shortcomings
of a report from the UN’s Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’
(Sample 2007).

The activities of the anti-environmental movement help to account
for why the information about climate change available to the US public
has not reflected the discourse among scientists. The claim that human
activity has, and is, influencing climate change dominates scientific dis-
course. In a synthesis that accompanied its last assessment report, the
IPCC – which consists of more than 2000 of the world’s leading atmo-
spheric scientists – concluded that ‘[t]here is new and stronger evidence
that most of the warming observed over the last 50 years is attributable
to human activities’ (2001: 5). An analysis of ten years’ worth of peer-
reviewed journal articles failed to find one dissenting view on the
existence of anthropogenic climate change (Orestes 2004). In the 2 May
2006 executive summary of its first synthesis report, the US Climate
Change Science Program (USCCSP), which President George W. Bush
had launched in February 2002 to study the causes and potential
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impacts of climate change, observed that research shows ‘clear evidence
of human influences on the climate system’ (Wigley et al. 2006: 2).

News media coverage in the United States has stood in sharp contrast
to this consensus. Boykoff and Boykoff (2004) found that from 1988 and
2002 newspaper depictions of scientific discourse diverged significantly
from the overwhelming scientific consensus. Looking at a random sam-
ple of 636 newspaper articles dealing with climate change, the authors
found that ‘balanced’ accounts comprised slightly more than half of the
articles and that almost all (95 per cent) of the articles made at least
some mention of dissenting viewpoints. Boykoff (2008) found a simi-
lar pattern in broadcast and cable television news coverage: 70 per cent
of all segments provided ‘balanced’ coverage of anthropogenic climate
change. Both studies concluded that reporters’ adherence to the journal-
istic norm of balance contributed to the gulf between scientific discourse
and popular discourse.

The false balance created by giving equal weight to climate change
sceptics may have shaped public understandings (or misunderstandings)
of the subject. Research indicates that among citizens with limited cog-
nitive skills, increased exposure to the views of these sceptics produced
greater scepticism regarding the existence of climate change (Krosnick
et al. 2000). Public misconceptions about scientific consensus, in turn,
may have undermined popular support for actions to combat climate
change. A 2005 survey conducted by the Program on International Pol-
icy Attitudes (PIPA) revealed a strong relationship between belief that
there was a scientific consensus on climate change and belief that high-
cost steps needed to be taken to address the issue. Only 17 per cent
of those who believed that scientists were divided on the existence of
global warming favoured high-cost steps, compared with 51 per cent of
those who perceived a scientific consensus (PIPA 2005).

Elite cues also appear to have shaped public opinion about policy
efforts to address climate change. Drawing on two national surveys, one
conducted before President Clinton’s 1997 push to build support for
the Kyoto Protocol and another conducted shortly afterward, Krosnick
and his colleagues (2000) found that the resulting debate about climate
change produced little if any change in public opinion as a whole. This
aggregate stability, however, masked substantial movement among sub-
groups of the population, with ‘Democratic citizens mov[ing] toward
the administration’s point of view at the same time that Republican citi-
zens moved away’ (Krosnick et al. 2000: 253). Thus the effect of Clinton’s
campaign on behalf of Kyoto was to produce further divisions along
party lines among the public.
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In addition to being divided on the subject of climate change, the
American public was relatively apathetic towards it. Bord et al. con-
cluded in the late 1990s that ‘global warming is not a salient problem
for most Americans’ and that ‘concern for global warming is greater
in most other countries’ (1998: 84). Almost a decade later the Pew
Research Center for the People and the Press (PRC 2007) reached a
similar conclusion:

A survey last year by the Pew Global Attitudes Project showed that
the public’s relatively low level of concern about global warming sets
the US apart from other countries. That survey found that only 19
per cent of Americans who had heard of global warming expressed a
great deal of personal concern about the issue. Among the 15 coun-
tries surveyed, only the Chinese expressed a comparably low level of
concern (20 per cent).

Bowman (2007) offers a range of explanations for why climate change
ranked low on the public’s agenda, including perceptions that climate
change is a ‘problem for the future’, competition from such pressing
issues as the war in Iraq and health care, and an absence of ‘tangible
manifestations of global warming’ for most Americans.

The political landscape in 2007: ongoing polarization

Zaller’s (1992) theory of elite signals and public opinion provides a use-
ful framework for analyzing the national political landscape on climate
change in 2007. According to Zaller, citizens rely on cues from polit-
ical elites in forming their opinions about issues. Specifically, citizens
judge the credibility of information in public debate by the extent to
which it comes from sources that occupy their side of a given belief
divide. For example, Republican citizens should be more likely than
Democratic citizens to regard Republican leaders as credible, whereas
Democratic citizens should be more likely than Republican citizens to
regard Democratic leaders as credible.

At the same time, Zaller’s model posits that not all people will be
equally likely to judge sources on the basis of such belief compatibil-
ity. Instead, the politically attentive should be more likely than their
less attentive peers to possess the ‘contextual information’ necessary to
do so (Zaller 1992: 42). Given that political attentiveness is closely tied
to education, the impact of elite signals on public opinion may vary
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94 Federal Climate Politics in the United States

with level of education. The nature of such conditional relationships
may depend, in turn, on the nature of the elite cues available to the
public. One potential pattern is the ‘polarization effect’ (Zaller 1992:
100–2), in which diverging messages from Republican and Democratic
elites produce an opinion gap between Republican and Democratic citi-
zens that widens with greater political attentiveness (and, by extension,
education).

As of 2007, Republican and Democratic leaders continued to exhibit
clear partisan divisions on climate change and policy efforts to address
it. One source of evidence for such divisions is the February 2007 Con-
gressional Insiders Poll sponsored by the National Journal. Among the
41 Democratic members of Congress polled, 39 agreed that ‘it’s been
proven beyond a reasonable doubt that the Earth is warming because
of man-made problems’. In contrast, only four of the 31 Republican
members of Congress polled agreed with this statement. Similar gaps
emerged on a series of questions about policies designed to address
climate change (see Table 5.1).

Likewise, the contenders for the 2008 presidential nominations
diverged along party lines on policy efforts to address climate change.

Table 5.1 Views of Congressional Democrats and Republicans on climate
change

Democrats
(%)

Republicans
(%)

Do you think it’s been proven beyond a
reasonable doubt that the Earth is warming
because of man-made problems?

95 13

Which of these actions to reduce global
warming could you possibly support?

. . .mandatory limits on CO2 emissions 88 19

. . . increased spending on alternative fuels 95 71

. . .higher fuel efficiency standards for
automobiles

90 45

. . . a ‘cap and trade’ CO2 emissions reduction
program

83 42

. . . a carbon tax 50 6

. . . greater reliance on nuclear energy 58 90

Note: For Democrats, N=41 (first question) or 40 (other questions); for Republicans, N=31.
Source: Congressional Insiders Poll, National Journal (2007).
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Of the four leading candidates for the Democratic nomination – Senator
Hillary Clinton, Senator Barrack Obama, former Senator John Edwards
and Governor Bill Richardson – all favoured a cap and trade system
that would reduce carbon emissions by at least 80 per cent by 2050,
as well as increases in automobile fuel efficiency standards. Of the
four leading candidates for the Republican nomination – former Mayor
Rudy Giuliani, Senator John McCain, former Governor Mitt Romney
and former Senator Fred Thompson – only McCain supported a cap
and trade system and increased automobile fuel efficiency standards.
Neither Giuliani nor Thompson took a clear position on either proposal
in 2007, while Romney supported the cap and trade system only as part
of an international cap and did not support increased fuel efficiency
standards as a stand-alone measure (Moore 2007).

A January 2007 survey sponsored by the PRC, in turn, provides
data regarding public opinion about climate change and policy efforts
to address it (see Table 5.2). A clear majority of the respondents
(77 per cent) believed that ‘the earth is getting warmer’, but slightly less
than half of the full sample (47 per cent) believed that this was ‘mostly
because of human activity such as burning fossil fuels’ – a figure that was
unchanged from July 2006 (PRC 2007). Democratic respondents were
more likely than Republican respondents to believe in anthropogenic
climate change. In addition, the partisan gap among respondents grew

Table 5.2 US public opinion on climate change, by education and party

Not college
graduate

College graduate

Dem. Ind. Rep. Dem. Ind. Rep.

Believe that the earth is getting warmer
mostly because of human activity such
as burning fossil fuels

52% 49% 32% 75% 43% 23%

Mean rating of how serious a problem
global warming is (0 = not a problem,
1=not too serious, 2= somewhat serious
and 3 = very serious)

2.36 2.22 1.78 2.66 2.21 1.58

Think global warming is a problem that
requires immediate government action

69% 69% 44% 88% 66% 32%

Note: N = 1708. ‘Dem.’ = Democrat; ‘Ind.’ = Independent; ‘Rep.’ = Republican.
Source: Pew Research Center for the People and the Press (2007).
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96 Federal Climate Politics in the United States

as education increased. This pattern suggests that partisan identifiers
among the public followed the cues of party leaders.

The results of the Pew survey provide further evidence that climate
change ranked relatively low on the public agenda. Only 38 per cent
of the respondents rated ‘dealing with global warming’ as a ‘top pri-
ority . . . for President Bush and Congress this year’, placing this issue
below many others about which the survey asked. Not even a majority
of Democrats rated climate change as a top priority (48 per cent did so,
versus 40 per cent of independents and 23 per cent of Republicans).

In response to another question, however, 45 per cent of the respon-
dents said that ‘global warming’ was a ‘very serious’ problem and
another 32 per cent said that it was a ‘somewhat serious problem’,
compared with just 20 per cent who said that it was ‘not too seri-
ous’ or ‘not’ a problem. Consistent with the partisan pattern in pub-
lic opinion, Democrats were more likely to say that climate change
was a serious problem than were Republicans. Furthermore, the par-
tisan gap on this question was greatest among the most educated
respondents.

Yet another example of such polarization came from a question that
directly addressed policy action on climate change. Among the sample
as a whole, a majority of respondents said that ‘global warming is a prob-
lem that requires immediate government action’ (55 per cent, compared
with 31 per cent who said that it did not). Following the now-familiar
pattern, Democrats were more likely to endorse immediate government
action than were Republicans, with the most educated partisans also
being the most likely to side with their party’s leaders.

Building a consensus for US policy action on climate change

Despite the efforts of some politicians and activists, the US government
has done little to address climate change through anything beyond lim-
ited and voluntary programmes. In no small part, this lack of tangible
action reflects the endeavours of a powerful anti-environmental move-
ment. By promoting scepticism about climate change, this movement
succeeded in constructing a public discourse that failed to reflect the
scientific consensus. For their part, both politicians and attentive citi-
zens have been polarized along party lines on climate change – a state of
affairs that has made consensus on policy efforts difficult to attain. The
broader public, in turn, has been relatively apathetic towards the issue.

In light of the partisan divisions that continued to rule the politi-
cal landscape as of 2007, the failure of An Inconvenient Truth to spark
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immediate policy change comes as no surprise: the people most likely
to respond to Gore’s message, namely educated Democrats, were also
the ones most likely to agree with that message in the first place. Nor
is the 2008 presidential election likely to spur new policy action, at
least on its own. If any of the leading Republican candidates other
than McCain wins, the new president will probably seek to maintain
the status quo on government efforts to address climate change. Even
if a Democrat were to win the presidency, enjoy unified party control
of Congress and choose to spend political capital on climate change –
an issue, again, that ranks relatively low on the public agenda – the
Republicans could stop new legislation as long as they continued to
hold enough seats in the Senate to sustain a filibuster. Furthermore,
Democratic legislators representing districts dependent on fossil fuel
industries could face pressures to go against their party on climate
change.

All of this suggests that a politically feasible strategy for addressing
climate change in the United States must involve steps to produce
consensus across party lines. Specifically, efforts at enacting policy
change must win substantial support from not only Democrats but also
Republicans.

A top-down strategy: elite leadership

One route for building such consensus would be a top-down path:
prominent Republicans could go against the mainstream of their party
by endorsing more aggressive policy efforts to address climate change. In
doing so, they might lead some Republican citizens towards greater sup-
port for these efforts. To date, the most visible Republican to challenge
the party line on climate change has been California Governor Arnold
Schwarzenegger. In 2006 he signed a state law that mandated reduc-
tions in greenhouse gas emissions. The following year, he pledged to
sue the US Environmental Protection Agency, which had stalled Califor-
nia’s plan, in order to force it to grant permission for the state to impose
stricter air pollution standards than those set by the federal government
(Egelko 2007). That same year he joined with the governors of five other
Western states and two Canadian provinces in launching the Western
Climate Initiative, a regional agreement on emissions reductions and a
carbon-trading system (Roosevelt 2007a). He also joined with outgoing
British Prime Minister Tony Blair in calling for world action on climate
change (Jordan 2007) and criticized the federal government for failing
to show leadership on the issue (Williams 2007).
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To be sure, Schwarzenegger’s support for policy efforts has its limits. In
October 2007, for example, he vetoed bills that would have mandated
low-carbon automobile fuel and energy-efficient buildings (Roosevelt
2007b). Moreover, he is a relatively moderate Republican governor of a
traditionally Democratic state, making him an anomaly in the national
context. Even so, Schwarzenegger is a prominent figure among Repub-
licans, and his public endorsement of mandatory action may send the
sort of message that could eventually shift opinions within his party. He
has explicitly challenged the partisan divide on the issue: ‘There is no
Democratic planet Earth. There is no Republican planet Earth. There’s
just a planet Earth, and we all have a responsibility to take care of it’
(Williams 2007: A12).

The political landscape may also provide an opportunity to build elite
consensus around a policy approach that encourages the development
of nuclear energy as an alternative to fossil fuels. The party roles are
reversed here, with Republican elites offering greater support than do
Democratic elites. As a case in point, Republican respondents in the
National Journal’s Congressional Insiders Poll were more likely to favour
‘greater reliance on nuclear energy’ than were Democrat respondents
(see Table 5.1). Still, a majority of the Democrats also favoured greater
reliance on nuclear energy. Three of the four leading candidates for the
2008 Democratic presidential nomination also favoured nuclear power
(Clinton, Obama and Richardson; only Edwards was opposed), while
all four leading Republican candidates favoured it (Moore 2007). The
primary obstacle to this solution may be opposition from the broader
public. Polls reveal widespread scepticism about nuclear energy (Polling
Report 2007b), but an elite consensus in favour of developing nuclear
alternatives might shift public opinion.

A bottom-up strategy: grassroots reframing and coalition-building

The top-down path for producing bipartisan consensus on policies to
address climate change could be complemented by a bottom-up path
involving grassroots activism. In particular, the ‘crunchy conservative’
movement offers a potential counterbalance to the anti-environmental
movement. As defined by Rod Dreher, this vision of conservative politics
espouses traditional religious values and the free market but rejects ‘the
consumerist and individualist mainstream of American life’ while cast-
ing conservation as a ‘moral and patriotic issue’ (Dreher 2006: 12, 161).
‘Conservatives pride themselves on being hard-headed realists, but our
lack of serious concern about the environment does not match reality’,
writes Dreher (2006: 165).
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At present this stance is a minority view among conservatives in the
United States, whereas the anti-environmental position dominates con-
servative politics. Dreher (2006: 166), however, suggests a series of ways
in which advocates of policy action on climate change could frame such
action as being consistent with conservative concerns and principles:

The problem is that most of us think about global warming, the
depletion of fisheries, and the eradication of the rain forests as ‘envi-
ronmental problems’. In truth, they are far more than that. They are
economic problems. They are national security problems. They are
‘family values’ problems. They are religious problems.

A wide body of public opinion research suggests that activists can shape
public opinion by disseminating frames that resonate with citizens’
core values, particularly when those frames come from credible sources
(see, for example, Nelson et al. 1997; Druckman 2001). Thus, a refram-
ing of climate change by pro-policy action conservative activists might
facilitate political shifts at the grassroots level.

Evangelical Christians could be a particularly receptive audience to
such framing efforts. Indeed, efforts at forging alliances between envi-
ronmental organizations such as the Sierra Club and evangelical activists
have already produced some successes (Eilperin 2007). In 2006, 86 evan-
gelical Christian leaders – including the presidents of 39 evangelical
colleges – launched an ‘Evangelical Climate Initiative’ that called for the
federal government to require emissions reductions, and funded televi-
sion advertisements framing efforts to stop climate change as part of
human stewardship of God’s creation (Goodstein 2006). Some evangel-
ical Christians also challenged the use of fuel-inefficient sport utility
vehicles by asking: ‘What would Jesus drive?’ These efforts met with
a backlash from other evangelical leaders, however, with many promi-
nent figures in the movement signing a 2006 letter that stated, ‘Global
warming is not a consensus issue’ (Goodstein 2006: A12).

Challenging opponents, setting the agenda and seizing key
moments

Of course the anti-environmental movement is unlikely to fade away
anytime soon. It will undoubtedly react to attempts to forge bipartisan
consensus by placing pressure on Republican politicians to maintain
the party line and continuing its efforts to promote scepticism about
climate change. Guided by its norm of objectivity, the US news media
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may continue to abet the latter strategy by providing ‘balanced’ cover-
age of climate change. As a result, those who seek to promote further
policy action must work to challenge both the anti-environmental
movement and news media practices. A recent analysis conducted by
Boykoff (2007) suggests progress on this front. Looking at newspaper
coverage from 2003 to 2006, he found that coverage of climate change
in US newspapers shifted substantially away from the ‘balanced’ pattern
described above and towards a reflection of the scientific consensus.

Advocates of more aggressive policy action must also work to raise the
issue of climate change on the broader public agenda. An Inconvenient
Truth may have failed to do so by itself, but wider opinion leadership
efforts by credible politicians and activists have the potential to foster
public concern. Not all arguments for the importance of climate change
may resonate equally with the public, however. For example, one study
found that broad-based arguments about the consequences of climate
change for rising sea levels, food shortages, water shortages and animal
extinctions did more to motivate concern than did arguments about
consequences at the personal level (Krosnick et al. 2000). Thus a key task
is to find specific messages and frames that promote public attention
and concern.

A related task is to seek out and take advantage of what Boykoff (2007:
474) calls ‘critical discourse moments’ – that is, events that challenge
the frames in public debate and thus provide openings to reframe that
debate. Just as the anti-environmental movement has exploited polit-
ical opportunity structures, so too must advocates of policy proposals
to address climate change. Boykoff’s (2007) analysis suggests room for
hope on this score. In particular, he points to a confluence of political
events (including Bush’s recognition of anthropogenic climate change
and Schwarzenegger’s policy actions), scientific activities (including the
leaking of drafts of the USCCSP’s report) and ecological events (includ-
ing the devastation wrought on the Gulf Coast by Hurricane Katrina
in 2005) that created conditions conducive to a shift in media cover-
age of climate change. As the political, scientific and ecological contexts
evolve, they may yield new opportunities to raise climate change on the
agenda, move public opinion and, ultimately, shape policy.
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6
Hot Air and Cold Feet: The UK
Response to Climate Change
Irene Lorenzoni, Tim O’Riordan and Nick Pidgeon

Setting the scene

Prior to the election of New Labour in 1997, the previous Conserva-
tive administration began a series of policy initiatives that inadvertently
contributed to major reductions in UK greenhouse gas emissions. The
then Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher was persuaded in 1988 that cli-
mate change posed dangers to both national security and the economy,
and delivered landmark speeches to the Royal Society and at the United
Nations. She also encouraged the formation of the Hadley Centre in
1990 and a decade later the Tyndall Centre, two of the world’s premier
climate research institutes. During the mid-1980s Thatcher also presided
over a bitter dispute with the coal miners which culminated in the phas-
ing out of much of Britain’s coal production, followed in 1990 by the
Conservative privatization of the UK electricity industry. These essen-
tially political events precipitated a major shift in UK energy production
from coal to low-price gas, allowing subsequent governments to claim
that the UK was on course to meet its Kyoto target of reducing green-
house gas emissions to 12.5 per cent below 1990 levels by 2008–2012.
The demise of heavy engineering sectors in the early 1990s added to
the UK’s beneficial but serendipitous emissions reductions, while the
introduction of an ‘escalator’ on road-fuel taxes in 1994 (later dropped)
further added to the Tory contribution.

One of the hallmarks of New Labour’s agenda was to engender a pro-
gressive environmental politics that included ecological care alongside
social and economic considerations. Espousing an ecological modern-
ization ideology (Weale 1992), the then Prime Minister Tony Blair
declared that becoming greener was not antithetical to economic
growth, but was both a business and a political opportunity, especially
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on the international scene (Jordan 2001). This was exemplified by Blair’s
steadfast promotion of the UK’s international leadership on climate
change and the injection into successive Labour Party manifestos of
the aspiration that the nation would cut CO2 emissions by 20 per cent
against the 1990 baseline by 2010, well above the Kyoto target.

More than a decade later, the UK now faces a very different situation.
Although the government has committed the UK to a 60 per cent cut
in CO2 emissions by 2050, in practical terms its energy and carbon bud-
gets are in disarray. The 20 per cent cut in CO2 emissions promised by
2010 looks increasingly untenable given that national emissions are ris-
ing by around one per cent annually (Cambridge Econometrics 2008).
In part thanks to the ‘fortuitous’ events noted above (RCEP 2000: 83),
the UK may just deliver its Kyoto target, although a recent report by
the National Audit Office (NAO 2008) concludes that the national emis-
sions accounts may be in error by over 15 per cent. Controversy also
abounds on how appropriate levels of mitigation will be achieved. The
muddle is further demonstrated by the government’s championing of
airport expansion and motorway widening, with only vague or delayed
promises on vehicle pricing and carbon-neutral housing.

In this chapter we argue that the UK is suffering from a severe mis-
match between good political intentions and reality. A number of factors
account for this; however, we focus in particular on structural inade-
quacies within the UK’s political system of environmental governance,
coupled with a failure of the ecological modernization thesis’ emphasis
on purely technological and market-based solutions. We do not pro-
vide a detailed critique of the main climate policy instruments used in
the UK, as these have already been extensively discussed in the litera-
ture (see, for example, The Royal Society 2002; Sorrell 2003; Ekins and
Etheridge 2006). However the evidence presented in Table 6.1, which
provides a summary of the instruments deployed, supports our overall
argument that UK climate policy has been structurally constrained by
the government’s allegiance to ecological modernization and reliance
on market mechanisms that focus on producing incremental changes in
business emissions.

Developments in UK climate policy

Despite the Conservative government’s attention to climate change in
the mid-1990s, it was the Labour government that catapulted the UK’s
contribution to addressing it onto the international scene and intro-
duced the majority of the policy instruments that make up the mainstay
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of the UK’s emissions reduction climate strategy. These instruments and
the general strategy underpinning them were driven in large part by
the Royal Commission on Environmental Pollution (RCEP) report of
2000. Building on the premise that anthropogenic climate change could
be detrimental for Britain and the rest of the world, the RCEP advo-
cated that the UK should cut its CO2 emissions by 60 per cent by 2050,
arguing that (i) developed nations have a moral duty to reduce emis-
sions, with a view to encouraging developing countries also to engage
in climate change mitigation; (ii) such targets could support the interna-
tional climate regime; and (iii) the UK should bear the brunt of reducing
emissions now to avoid the greater costs of future impacts. The key
issue identified by the RCEP was that should demand not be curtailed,
mitigation will depend upon carbon neutral energy generation.

Prior to the publication of the RCEP findings, much government
attention had been given to the impacts of climate change. Work in
this area has been coordinated by the UK Climate Impacts Programme
(UKCIP), which, in collaboration with the Met Office and the Hadley
Centre, produced landmark national climate-change scenarios in 1998
and 2002. Updated ones based more directly on risk assessments were
scheduled for late 2008. The RCEP’s report also coincided with extensive
flooding throughout the UK, which served to increase public aware-
ness of the climate issue (Jordan 2001). These developments opened
the floodgates to a plethora of reviews, policy documents and initiatives
aimed at building the UK’s climate change mitigation portfolio.

In its Climate Change Programme of 2000 (DETR 2000), the govern-
ment stated its commitment to a low-carbon economy and the need to
review UK energy generation and consumption, including the feasibility
and acceptability of different energy provision options. The govern-
ment suggested that nuclear power might become a major contributor
to climate change mitigation, although it conceded that cost consid-
erations, uncertainty about waste disposal and public reservations over
nuclear safety suggested that further debate was required before new
nuclear power stations could gain favourable and ‘fast track’ planning
treatment.

By 2003, however, the government acknowledged that the UK’s
energy policy needed major restructuring in response to ageing energy
infrastructure, declining North Sea oil and gas supplies, changes to the
supply mix and energy provision, and climate change. The 2003 Energy
White paper enshrined the government’s main priorities: a commitment
to significant mitigation (enshrining in policy the RCEP’s 60 per cent
CO2 reduction target, with the interim goal of curbing CO2 emissions
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Irene Lorenzoni et al. 109

by 20 per cent below 1990 levels by 2010), and maintaining reliability
of energy supplies through a combination of renewable energies, energy
efficiency and reduced energy consumption. Although it stated that the
nation’s future energy mix would be decided through market mecha-
nisms, it also made clear that nuclear could be an attractive option,
despite at that time being economically non-viable, if it was deemed
‘necessary’ to meet carbon targets (DTI 2003: 12). Although the White
Paper stressed that any decision would be preceded by full public consul-
tation and another White Paper setting out the government’s proposals,
it nevertheless signalled the political reframing of nuclear power as an
important part of the UK’s potential climate change mitigation strategy
(Pidgeon et al. 2008).

2006 heralded a further shift in the underpinnings of UK energy
policy. Despite pre-election promises, the new UK Climate Change Pro-
gramme announced that the nation would narrowly fail to achieve its
interim target of a 20 per cent cut in CO2 emissions by 2010 and instead
would achieve a cut of only 15–18 per cent. Among the range of mea-
sures announced was a new Energy Review, barely three years after the
previous one (HM Government 2006). That document also announced
that the economic viability of nuclear power had been improved by
rising fuel prices and the carbon-pricing effects of the EU Emissions
Trading Scheme (EU ETS), and that use of nuclear power had the dual
purpose of delivering on climate change mitigation and energy security.

The revised Energy Review was severely criticized by some govern-
ment committees and NGOs, with the media and various stakeholders
arguing that the Prime Minister’s personal support for nuclear power
had made the outcome of the consultation a foregone conclusion.
Greenpeace and several other NGOs even applied for a judicial review
on the grounds that information on waste disposal and the economics
of nuclear power had not been available (the final report of the Com-
mittee on RadioactiveWaste Management recommending the long-term
option of geological storage for radioactive waste was published only
after the consultation had concluded in June 2006), and that the
Review’s focus mainly covered electricity provision, which accounts for
only one-third of UK emissions.

In a landmark decision in February 2007 the High Court ruled proce-
dural unfairness and breach of expectation. The government accepted
the verdict, which meant that it was required to repeat the consulta-
tion. As a result, the Energy White Paper (DTI 2007) of May 2007 outlined
plans to reduce reliance on fossil fuels by increasing sustainable energy
output by 2015, reducing energy use, and placing greater emphasis on
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110 The UK Response to Climate Change

local energy production, renewables and new technologies, while also
launching a revised consultation on new nuclear build. In so doing, the
government reiterated the potential contribution of nuclear power to
meeting national emissions targets and its interest in reaching a deci-
sion promptly, given previous delays and the long lead times should
new nuclear build be approved (Hines 2007).

Despite a critical assessment by the government’s own independent
sustainability advisers, the UK Sustainable Development Commission
(SDC 2006), as well as further external critique, in early 2008 the govern-
ment appeared to map out the policy foundations for a new generation
of nuclear power stations (BERR 2008). However whether these stations
will be constructed is uncertain, unless very favourable (and effectively
subsidized) financial and planning arrangements are established and a
disposal solution is found that can accommodate both the legacy wastes
from earlier operations and the new wastes from a future generation of
nuclear power stations.

Alongside these deliberations, other events – both national and
international – have exerted major influences on UK climate policy
(see Table 6.2). One obvious example is the EU ETS (see Damro and
MacKenzie, this volume, for a detailed discussion of this scheme). At

Table 6.2 Timeline of key UK and international climate change policies and
events

1988 PM Thatcher speech to Royal Society
1989 Thatcher’s speech on global environmental change to the United

Nations
1990 First IPCC Report; Hadley Centre for Climate Prediction and

Research opens
1992 UN Framework Convention on Climate Change signed
1995 IPCC Second Assessment Report; COP-I Conference in Paris
1997 Labour promises to cut national CO2 emissions by 20% by 2010

compared with 1990 levels
Kyoto Protocol agreed. UK’s target: reduction of emissions by 12.5%
by 2008–12 relative to 1990

1998 Energy review (DTI): temporary moratorium on gas-fired power
stations

2000 RCEP advocates 60% cut in CO2 emissions by 2050 relative to 2000
levels; first UK Climate Change Programme; UK Climate Impacts
Programme (UKCIP) set up with focus on adaptation; decline in
North Sea gas and oil begins with UK poised to become net importer;
launch of Tyndall Centre for Climate Change Research

2001 IPCC Third Assessment Report; Climate Change Levy (CCL) and
Climate Change Agreements (CCAs) introduced
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2002 Energy Review (PIU): ‘radical agenda’ to create powerful incentives to
decarbonize domestic energy supplies, pursue energy needs and
achieve ‘environmentally sustainable energy system’; UK Emissions
Trading Scheme launched; Building Regulations updated; first
phase of the Energy Efficiency Commitment (EEC) (2002–2005);
Renewables Obligation (RO) launched

2003 Energy White paper aimed at energy security, climate change, fuel
poverty; Aviation White Paper

2004 Climate Change Communications Strategy commissioned by DEFRA;
Energy Efficiency Action Plan; Future of Transport White Paper

2005 EU ETS commences; second phase of EEC (2005–2008); G8
Gleneagles Summit puts climate change on the agenda

2006 Revised Climate Change Programme; Energy Review (DTI)
re-emphasizes economic case for new nuclear build; Stern Review
(Chancellor and Treasury) argues that it makes economic sense to
mitigate now; establishment of Climate Challenge Fund; new
Building Regulations set standards for new buildings

2007 EU integrated energy and carbon policy (unilateral 20% CO2

emissions cut by 2020 from 1990); IPCC Fourth Assessment Report
warns that ‘warming of the climate system is unequivocal’; draft
Climate Change and Energy Bills; Energy White Paper (DTI)
announces Carbon Reduction Commitment Scheme; second
consultation on government’s arguments for new nuclear build; EU
Green and White Papers on adaptation; voluntary agreement with
producers to cease production of incandescent lightbulbs by 2011;
consultation on reform of Renewables Obligation; Planning White
Paper

2008 Nuclear Power White Paper; negotiations to include aviation in EU
ETS; consultation on Carbon Reduction Commitment Scheme and
Climate Change Simplification project to simplify relationship
between EU ETS, CCAs and CRC; third phase of EEC (2008–2011)
renamed Carbon Emissions Reduction Target (CERT); RCEP review of
adaptation in the UK; UKCIP08 climate scenarios published

the end of 2006 the Stern Review of the Economics of Climate Change
(Stern 2006) became an important international benchmark and was
endorsed nationally by the Chancellor and Prime Minister. The Stern
report was significant not only because of its precautionary message but
also because it was commissioned by the Treasury, the most powerful
Ministry within Whitehall. Extolling the economic benefits of early mit-
igation, Stern effectively reiterated the message of the RCEP (2000) and
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC 2007) in language
that captured the attention of aware and concerned public and busi-
ness sectors worldwide (Jordan and Lorenzoni 2007). In June 2007 the
G8 Summit was also instrumental in putting environmental issues at
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112 The UK Response to Climate Change

the centre stage of politics and public debate (Hale 2007), while at grass-
roots level the government’s Climate Change Communication Initiative
and associated fund were established to encourage regional responses to
climate change.

In late 2007 the new Prime Minister Gordon Brown announced
proposals to include economic estimates of impacts that could arise
from climate change in policy and investment decisions (DEFRA 2007),
thereby enacting the most salient recommendations of the Stern Review.
However there are doubts about the influence of the current carbon
price on the viability of energy and transport schemes (Ekins 2008).
The UK also led debates to include the aviation sector in the EU ETS,
suggesting that action on the international scene is taking precedence
over national priorities, especially given that progress on mitigation has
been slowest in the transport sector, in part due to inter-departmental
conflicts (Carter and Ockwell 2007; Jordan and Lorenzoni 2007).

In the wake of the Stern report, the government announced its Cli-
mate Change Bill. If passed by Parliament it would mandate the 60 per
cent reduction in CO2 emissions by 2050 and create an intermediate
target of a 26–32 per cent reduction by 2020 (excluding international
aviation and shipping). The Bill also proposes five-year carbon bud-
gets, with annual progress reporting by Ministers. Government would
be assisted by advice from an independent Committee on Climate
Change and, importantly, the Bill would enable ministers to introduce
additional measures without need for legislation.

Several core provisions brought forward in the Climate Change Bill
had their origins in earlier developments outside of Cabinet Govern-
ment. Over 400 of the 646 Members of Parliament signed an early day
motion after the 2005 general election petitioning for a Climate Change
Bill (based upon a Private Members Bill drafted earlier that year by
Friends of the Earth). A joint statement was subsequently agreed in early
2006 by the main opposition parties calling for a political consensus on
targets. This was followed by a report commissioned by the All Party Par-
liamentary Climate Change Group outlining the capacity of cross-party
consensus to free long-term planning from the pressures of the electoral
cycle (Clayton et al. 2006). It also observed that cross-party agreement
on targets would still allow room for legitimate political disagreement
around the means for meeting targets.

Others have argued, however, that the Bill disregards recent develop-
ments in climate science, and that emissions should be cut by at least
80–90 per cent by 2050 (Anderson and Bows 2007). The Bill also failed
to commit the government to annual emissions-reduction targets (many
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NGOs advocate three per cent per annum) on the grounds that these
would be susceptible to the effects of short-term fluctuations in energy
prices and weather. NGOs contested this, arguing that the five-year bud-
gets – being longer than the de facto four-year electoral cycle – could
undermine the electoral accountability of government on this issue.

These comments notwithstanding, the Climate Change Bill is an
original and forward-looking proposal because, if it is approved, the
UK would become the first country to make long-ranging and ambi-
tious mitigation targets legally binding, and because its existence is the
result of extensive cross-party agreement on climate change. Although
the momentum generated fuelled expectations, however, and Gordon
Brown’s budget in March 2007 confirmed some forward-looking poli-
cies, such as stricter building standards to ensure all new housing is
carbon neutral, many observers were disappointed. Although the UK
can be praised for its influence and leadership on climate change inter-
nationally, and for moves towards apparent party consensus, more
attention needs to be dedicated towards actually enacting effective and
significant actions at the national level (Clayton et al. 2006).

Obstacles to strengthening national climate action

To date the UK government’s aspirations of initiating a transition to a
low-carbon economy have focused predominantly on (i) restructuring
and diversification of future energy supply options, embedded within
considerations about energy security and reliability but increasingly
reframed in terms of climate change mitigation (Pidgeon et al. 2008); (ii)
market mechanisms for reducing emissions from business sectors (see
Table 6.1); and (iii) information diffusion to encourage attitudinal and
behavioural change by means such as encouraging or mandating new
standards, more energy-efficient products and better labelling, and by
direct ‘social marketing’.

Three main features characterize these policies. First, they are under-
pinned by the government’s steadfast adherence to the paradigm of
ecological modernization, something that we would argue strongly
undermines the political will for radical thinking and action. Second,
even if such political will did exist, action at a national level is ham-
pered by ingrained structural inadequacies in the UK system of Cabinet
Government, and by a degree of unevenness in decision-making and
planning policy brought about by the systems of devolved administra-
tion in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. Third, there is a failure to
reflect emerging evidence of public concern about climate change and
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114 The UK Response to Climate Change

calls for strong political leadership in national policy-making. Indeed
the UK could be described as facing a climate governance ‘trap’ in that
public(s) are increasingly expressing a desire for strong action whilst
politicians remain wary of bold steps for fear of short-term electoral
retribution.

Notions of ecological modernization – the theory that environmental
protection can develop hand-in-hand with economic growth through
the development and use of appropriate technologies – were clearly out-
lined by Tony Blair in 1997, and in 2008 remain prevalent amongst
most government officials and business stakeholders. The Stern report
sounded a strong caution to this, arguing that market failures would
be likely to undermine traditional economic policies towards innova-
tion, in particular investments in low-carbon technologies. Despite this
and numerous government documents acknowledging the importance
of addressing climate change cohesively and through multiple strate-
gies, technological solutions and voluntary agreements have remained
dominant (Carter and Ockwell 2007). Indeed Labour has been accused
of prioritizing economic considerations and business interests over envi-
ronmental ones. For example, ministerial approval in 2008 of a new coal
power station at Kingsnorth in Kent was justified on the grounds that
it is needed to meet projected energy shortfalls despite the fact that no
commitment had been made to equip this station for carbon capture
and storage (Macalister 2008). There is also a persistent and influen-
tial business lobby which slows innovation and radical interference
in markets and investment. For example, the mandating of carbon-
neutral homes, which is easily achievable at reasonable cost, is being
delayed until 2016 because of pressure from the construction lobby and
appliance manufacturers.

The failure to get to grips with carbon emissions is also due in part
to fears that to do so would lead to a significant loss of international
competitiveness, especially in relation to China. There is also an impor-
tant European dimension to this argument, given the lack of coherent
EU strategy to meet its target of reducing emissions by 20 per cent by
2020, as this has nourished a discourse according to which the UK can-
not go it entirely alone without compromising its export base. Although
there is a clear case for new innovation in the clean technology sector,
Cambridge Econometrics (2008) concluded that the UK will only reach
a five per cent contribution of renewables to its energy mix by 2020,
rather than the legally binding 15 per cent required by the EU. This
is because of excessively perverse pricing and regulatory arrangements
which penalize this sector at the expense of the heavily subsidized
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nuclear sector, and even arguably promising new technologies relating
to carbon storage and sequestration are not being sufficiently encour-
aged by fiscal incentives. By contrast, the German, Danish and Swedish
renewables sectors are flourishing and gaining real profits from feeding
spare power into their grids.

Structural factors rooted within the UK’s system of Cabinet
Government also obstruct vigorous action on climate change. There
is no coherent system of policy coordination in the Cabinet structure
that prioritizes climate change as a strategic economic, social, envi-
ronmental and institutional issue. The Economy and the Environment
Cabinet Committee remains in the Treasury and strongly influenced
by the business enterprise culture favoured by ecological modernists.
The core environmental aspects of climate policy, meanwhile, reside
in the Department of Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA), a
weak ministry that has been buffeted in recent decades by crises such as
BSE, controversies over GM crops, and foot-and-mouth disease. Energy
and innovation policy – two key routes to mitigation – by contrast
are controlled by the former Department of Trade and Industry (now
Department for Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform), a depart-
ment with close links to the Treasury and a singular history of lack
of cooperation with DEFRA. Finally, transport policy and the domestic
sector fall within other Ministerial portfolios. Although the new Prime
Minister recently outlined his commitment to a long-term approach to
mitigating climate change (Brown 2007), the first months of his man-
date do not indicate that the environment is as high a priority as it was
for Blair (Carter and Ockwell 2007).

These departmental disjunctions have perpetuated disjointed gov-
ernance of a cross-cutting issue par excellence. Strong lobbying by
corporate and other interests have, as a result, led to watered-down
or inconsistent policies. There is considerable tension, for example,
between the Climate Change Bill objectives and energy and trans-
port policies. Other considerations, including energy reliability and
security, have also strongly influenced the interface between climate
and energy policy. The differing geographical scales of analysis and
action required for climate change mitigation and adaptation can also
complicate the message. Grassroots disillusionment with the govern-
ment’s failure to deliver on climate change and sustainable development
has spurred a plethora of local initiatives (for example, Transition
Towns and Carbon Reduction Action Groups) aimed at taking mat-
ters into their own hands by developing carbon neutral sustainable
communities.
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116 The UK Response to Climate Change

Inconsistencies among climate policies are exacerbated by the ongo-
ing political processes of devolution in Scotland, Wales and Northern
Ireland. Tensions tend to occur when powers and aspects of policy
which are fully or in-part devolved, such as aspects of environmen-
tal protection or planning, conflict with others which are reserved for
national government, such as national energy strategy. For instance, in
spite of the enthusiasm in government circles south of the border, the
current Scottish administration will not pass legislation authorizing any
new nuclear construction.

In other respects devolution is bringing opportunities for change at
regional level. Scottish politics is traditionally more committed to social
justice considerations, and as a result bus transport is free for pensioners
and subsidized for families on social benefits. In addition, social hous-
ing is subsidized for energy efficiency measures in Wales and Scotland
to a far greater extent than in England. And in both Scotland and Wales
planning guidelines are more favourable to the siting of renewables,
especially wind power, compared with England, where over 80 per cent
of applications are opposed. In institutional terms, and unlike the UK
government, the Welsh Assembly Government aspires to an annual car-
bon reduction target of three per cent per annum by 2011, and has
established a Climate Change Commission for Wales: a body with broad
cross-party, business and NGO membership and support and a remit to
develop consensus policies. In essence, the Wales and Scottish legisla-
tures and their business, environment and audit/regulatory counterparts
appear to be more cohesive in relation to climate policy than is the
case in Westminster, and look set over the coming years to exploit their
respective geographical advantages in wind and tidal power (SDC 2007).

The third obstacle to progress concerns the failure to link evidence
of public support for action and guidance on climate change to bold
political strategies. Whilst Tony Blair provided rhetorical leadership at
the international level, his impact on the domestic scene was lim-
ited, a pattern that appears to be repeated with his successor, Gordon
Brown. Although government acknowledges the substantial individual
contributions people make to climate change through lifestyle and daily
practices, it has shied away from substantial interventions to change
these. In particular, it has failed to take advantage of opportunities
for reducing emissions from the domestic sector despite there being
a range of easily achievable measures (Carter and Ockwell 2007). The
government’s communication strategies and its emphasis on voluntary
uptake have yet to lead to substantial emissions cuts, let alone long-term
behavioural or attitudinal change (Lorenzoni et al. 2007). The Carbon

10.1057/9780230594678 – Turning Down the Heat: The Politics 
of Climate Policy in Affluent Democracies, H. Compston; I. Bailey

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 m

at
er

ia
l f

ro
m

 p
al

gr
av

ec
on

ne
ct

.c
om

. N
o 

re
pr

od
uc

tio
n 

or
 d

is
tri

bu
tio

n,
 in

cl
ud

in
g 

vi
a 

w
eb

si
te

s,
 is

 p
er

m
itt

ed
 w

ith
ou

t t
he

 w
rit

te
n 

pe
rm

is
si

on
 o

f P
al

gr
av

e 
M

ac
m

ill
an

 –
 ri

gh
ts

@
pa

lg
ra

ve
.c

om

Mailto:rights@palgrave.com


Irene Lorenzoni et al. 117

Trust is trialling a carbon label designed to encourage business and
consumers to reduce their carbon footprints, while DEFRA (2008) has
identified twelve key everyday activities and behaviours that should
be the target of communications and other interventions, including
installation of domestic insulation, better home energy management,
less waste of food, use of more efficient vehicles and fewer unneces-
sary flights. However research in other domains (Jackson 2005; Maio
et al. 2008) has shown that information provision alone does not neces-
sarily result in changed attitudes or behaviours. Instead such changes
require bold interventions aimed at, amongst other things, breaking
environmentally damaging habits, providing fiscal and other incentives,
addressing the current ‘moral climate’ or social norms that for most
still privilege consumption over environmental protection, and making
major changes to infrastructure that help people to adopt and sustain
low-carbon lifestyles.

There is growing and increasingly consistent evidence on how the
public in the UK and other developed countries views climate change.
Public views reflect, at least in part, media and policy discourses which,
in relation to climate change, are constantly evolving. However whereas
there is an apparent consensus in the UK on the existence of anthro-
pogenic climate change, Ereaut and Segnit (2007: 6) maintain that
‘weak spots’ in the discourses underlying this consensus make it vul-
nerable and hence argue that it is therefore vital to capitalize on the
present momentum by developing communications that truly engage
citizens’ behaviour with climate change. Numerous polls and psycho-
logical and perception studies report almost universal awareness and
concern about climate change among the UK public, yet few individ-
uals have taken substantial measures to reduce their impact despite a
declared willingness to do so. A number of characteristics make cli-
mate change particularly difficult to conceptualize. Most people perceive
climate change as spatially and temporally removed from their daily pri-
orities (Lorenzoni and Pidgeon 2006; Lorenzoni et al. 2007). Although
most can identify the large-scale impacts expected, fewer have accu-
rate knowledge of the causes of, and solutions to, climate change
(Lorenzoni et al. 2006). As a key source of information, the value of
media translation of scientific findings through confusing and contra-
dictory messages, alarmist (and sometimes optimistic) reporting, use of
loaded terminology and dramatic imagery has been called into ques-
tion (Ereaut and Segnit 2006). Rather than inspiring action, exaggerating
the dangers without indicating how they might be avoided can induce
feelings of guilt and hopelessness (Moser and Dilling 2004; Jowit 2007).
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118 The UK Response to Climate Change

Furthermore, the evidence suggests that individuals in the UK popu-
lation tend either to ascribe responsibility for addressing climate change
to others (the majority), to national governments or to the interna-
tional community, or feel responsible but constrained from being able
to reduce their personal emissions by the societal systems within which
they operate. In the latter case, removing structural barriers may enable
some individuals to act. The former, however, suggests the need for
consistent and significant long-term policy responses which reinforce
an acknowledgement of personal responsibility for individual actions
and duty towards others and the environment, and hence provide
support for acting on this basis. Ensuring a sustainable future could
even be considered, in the future, to be an inherent individual moral
duty.

Personal carbon allowances (PCAs) have been proposed as one polit-
ical strategy that could foster this and counteract the relentless rise of
domestic and transport emissions. They attracted the interest of David
Miliband, then Secretary of State for the Environment, and in 2008
the House of Commons Environmental Audit Committee (2008) urged
the government to intensify investigations into how PCAs could be
made publicly and politically acceptable. Under a PCA scheme, indi-
viduals would be allocated carbon credits which they would use for
necessary energy purchases (heating, electricity). Those who use less
than their allocation could then sell their surplus credits to higher
carbon users. Although doubts have been raised about the practical-
ities of a PCA scheme on the grounds of complexity, controllability,
monitoring, leadership and accessibility, it has been portrayed as a
fair and equitable means of engaging individuals and communities in
daily behavioural change which carbon taxation, for instance, would
not engender. Although it is argued that public opposition to PCAs is
likely to be strong, given their direct targeting of lifestyles, the mecha-
nism may become more acceptable if indeed post-2012 negotiations do
include some form of mitigation targets for major developing countries
(Seyfang et al. 2007).

Conclusions and ways forward

In this chapter we have sought to demonstrate that despite strong cli-
mate policy rhetoric, political leadership on the international stage and
world-class climate research centres, the UK’s record on the implemen-
tation of national climate policies has been less than impressive. In
this section we summarize the reasons for this and discuss options
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Irene Lorenzoni et al. 119

for reducing the current mismatch between the government’s climate
policy rhetoric and achievements.

The first problem is the government’s predisposition towards ecolog-
ical modernization and market mechanisms that focus on incremental
change, and its tendency to shy away from bolder actions that politi-
cians may believe (in some cases incorrectly) will be resisted by corporate
sectors or the electorate. Investment in technology and infrastructure
is also hampered, even assuming that ecological modernization can be
made to work, by a lack of mechanisms that reflect the true external
costs of carbon and by the Treasury’s adherence to discount rates which
penalize long-term investment even where these investments are in the
national economic interest (SDC 2007). Strong targets have also been
consistently undermined by ineffective policy measures, poor reporting,
auditing reviews which are persistently ignored, and repeated upward
revisions in carbon emissions scenarios.

Second, progress has been hampered by departmental interests and
interdepartmental conflicts that have been compounded by a lack
of coherent policy coordination in a UK Cabinet structure that does
not make climate change a strategic economic, social, environmental
and institutional priority, and by the added decoupling of national
intentions from practical actions caused by devolution.

A third factor has been the disjunction between the government’s
weak positioning on climate change and emerging public concern about
climate change and commitment to reducing its own carbon emissions.
Government concerns about energy insecurity have led it to do almost
anything to promote new energy supply, even coal, overlooking a grow-
ing wish within senior sections of UK businesses, and among the general
public, for more steadfast policies to promote energy efficiency and car-
bon saving. One reason why these are not being implemented is an
ideological unease about interfering with people’s behaviour. Overall,
however, the most significant reason for the non-implementation of
climate politics in the UK lies in the weakness, even in the face of a
majority Parliament and growing business and civil society concerns, of
modern ‘democracy’ to force government to be bold.

The previous sections also outlined how UK mitigation policies are
subject to growing concerns not only about climate impacts but also
about ensuring energy self-sufficiency and security, economic growth
and mobility. In this respect one might even speculate that the dis-
course of climate mitigation is itself being reframed within government
to promote economic and political priorities. In addition, the govern-
ment has adopted a diversity of indirect mechanisms to promote climate
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120 The UK Response to Climate Change

considerations. The Climate Change Bill, though a welcome step, is an
example of risk distribution through cross-party agreement and reliance
on an independent committee for decisions that could cause resistance
or friction. Equally, over-reliance on ‘communication’ as a stimulus
for behaviour change sidesteps the awkward issue of mandating direct
interventions to reduce personal carbon use. Examples of successful gov-
ernment interventions abound in other fields, for example legislation
mandating vehicle seat restraints, and the ban on smoking in public
houses in Britain. In both cases resistance was overcome not by chang-
ing attitudes first but by upstream interventions to force changes in
behaviour in the (correct) anticipation that this would in turn lead to
modified downstream attitudes. Our contention is that climate policy
urgently needs to throw off its timidity and take heed of such lessons.

Beyond government spheres the climate debate is widening to include
attention to adaptation (Pielke et al. 2007). The Stern Review put adap-
tation back onto the agenda, and the RCEP is poised for a major review
of adaptation in the UK. Increasingly adaptation and mitigation poli-
cies will need to be linked. The summer flooding in 2007 underscored
the UK’s vulnerability to extreme weather events, and public interest is
now focused on the need to be better prepared. Again, this may create
a window of opportunity to strengthen climate policies by integrating
adaptation and mitigation considerations, as has been advocated by the
SDC.

Successful climate change policies are also likely to be those that
involve detailed and critical examination of the UK’s social, technical,
institutional and infrastructure characteristics, with a view to creating
a more equitable, just, healthy and low-impact society. Significantly
reducing the impacts of climate change implies long-term commitments
to reform economic and social policy. The government’s approach to
climate policy must also focus both on adaptation in the short term
and mitigation in the long term. Above all a strong emphasis should be
placed on government putting its own house in order so as to ensure a
coherent and joined-up response across ministerial departments to the
demands (which may ultimately prove incompatible) of a competitive
global economy and national obligations to the international climate
process. We are not suggesting that the UK ignore international signals –
this would be unrealistic, and global interconnectedness is in no small
part the cause of current emission problems. However, enacting strate-
gies at the national and sub-national levels now deserves attention. As
we have highlighted above, a politically feasible strategy would be to
cement and extend wherever possible the existing cross-party consensus
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Irene Lorenzoni et al. 121

on climate change beyond targets to include the means to meet those
targets. The very existence of the Climate Change Bill, as well as devel-
opments within the devolved administrations, suggests that this may
be possible. The main instrument of the bill, the independent Climate
Change Committee, might also be asked to work with business and reg-
ulators to set prices, taxes and incentives to ensure a transition to a
low-carbon economy. And if the commitment to market mechanisms is
to be retained, this requires a consistent set of signals for appropriate
pricing trajectories, as well as regulatory incentives to charge properly
for carbon reduction technology and management.

Bridging the gap between climate policy and implementation also
requires a better understanding of the mechanisms and relative success
of grassroots initiatives, coupled with creative means to remove barri-
ers inhibiting behavioural change. One concrete possibility would be
to begin ‘live’ community experiments with personal carbon allowance
schemes so that practicalities and social justice issues can be explored
before any large-scale implementation. Another is to encourage cohe-
sive community-based initiatives, particularly on the issue of buildings
and sustainability. To date the government’s approach has been ad hoc –
it is time the electorate is respectfully involved in initiatives which fos-
ter genuine ownership, pride and contribution to a better future. Part
of the problem in engaging people with climate change is its long-term,
complex and diffuse nature. Expressing concerns about climate change
in ways that resonate with people’s (moral) norms and values, even if
this means transcending scientific uncertainty by couching it in terms
of environmental, social and economic sustainability, is part of the
challenge. The other is to enable people to act: facilitating attitudinal
and behavioural change in tandem, and recognizing the complex link-
ages between them, can enable the transition to a low-carbon society.
Technologies and approaches which genuinely embed within everyday
activities, and which reveal linkages between behaviour and the envi-
ronmental damage being caused, will also have an important role to
play.

To be bold, there needs to be a new vision of what a low-carbon sus-
tainable society and economy should look like and a clearer view of
the changes in policy and institutional design necessary to get there.
Moves to create such a vision and debate are currently not on the cards
but, if they are not attempted, there will be no mechanism for bringing
the public, private and civil sectors together for a common endeavour
to address climate change. There is increasing evidence of a yearning
in the country for such a bold vision and implementation plan. The
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122 The UK Response to Climate Change

science tells us that we have at best 15 years before irreversible change
takes place, so we do not have the luxury of procrastinating. This is why
influential commentators are beginning to look anew at the relationship
between democracy and sustainability (see SustainAbility 2008). Above
all, we have yet to devise a democracy which votes for uncertain, but
possibly vital, future pathways to maintain a sustainable planet for all.
Achieving such a democracy must involve a genuine dialogue with elec-
tors and civil society on terms that neither patronize them nor minimize
the considerable stakes involved.
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7
France: Towards an Alternative
Climate Policy Template?
Joseph Szarka

Introduction

France was one of the first countries to adhere to the United Nations
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), signing in 1992
and ratifying in 1994. Recognition of climate change as a real and immi-
nent threat has been a constant of French policy-making ever since,
reflecting the country’s significant climate vulnerability. Temperature
increases in mainland France are estimated to be 50 per cent higher than
average global warming, prompting predictions of lower rainfall in sum-
mer and heat waves of comparable or greater severity than that of 2003
occurring more frequently (French Government 2006). Pursuant to arti-
cle two of the UNFCCC, which states the objective of preventing ‘dan-
gerous anthropogenic interference with the climate system’, the French
government has committed to the view that a mean global temperature
rise greater than 2 ◦C above the pre-industrial level constitutes ‘danger-
ous climate change’ (MEDD 2004: 69). In 2003, a ‘factor four’ reduction
target – namely a 75 per cent cut in greenhouse gas emissions by 2050 –
was announced by President Chirac (de Boissieu 2006: 13). This target
was later incorporated into legislation in the 2005 Energy Bill.

Yet under the 1998 burden-sharing agreement, which programmed an
aggregate eight per cent reduction in greenhouse gas emissions below
1990 levels for the EU for the 2008–2012 Kyoto commitment period,
France agreed merely to stabilize emissions at 1990 levels. In prac-
tice, France is meeting this commitment, but only just. Hence a key
question is whether a gap is opening between modest short-term out-
comes and ambitious long-term aspirations. To illuminate the issues
and outcomes, this chapter will firstly review climate policies in France
and demonstrate how pragmatism and path dependency have shaped
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the French approach. Its second section will provide explanations for
modest goals by cross-relating them to the ‘standard recipe’ for emis-
sions reduction, whilst the third will explore proposals to develop an
alternative climate policy template and thereby attain a ‘factor four’
target.

French climate policies in historical perspective

In its 1993 programme for combating climate change, France put for-
ward a distinctive strategy for greenhouse gas reduction, arguing that
the indicator for assessing liability should be emissions per capita. This
approach still informs the French approach and bears similarities to
the ‘contraction and convergence’ model promoted by Meyer (2000).
Viewing the atmosphere as a ‘global commons’, Meyer’s altruistic model
allocates national emissions reductions using norms of international
and intergenerational equity. It recommends a progressive transition to
common levels of emissions by permitting an increase by developing
nations whilst promoting deep cuts on the part of rich nations. In a
comparable vein, the French Government (1997: 18) stated that:

The allocation of reduction objectives among industrialized coun-
tries should be worked out to eventually lead to a convergence of
emission levels based on appropriate indicators. France will strive to
defend this principle in international negotiations underway and in
the future, in order to ensure required fairness in the international
allocation of the global effort to reduce greenhouse gases.

However, advocacy of the emissions per capita approach also reflects
national interests. France has relatively low emissions per capita com-
pared with other industrialized countries. In 1990, CO2 emissions were
5.92 tonnes per capita in France as compared with an Organization for
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) average of approx-
imately 12 tonnes (Van Rensbergen et al. 1998). According to the
European Environment Agency (EEA 2004), by the 2000s France had
the third lowest emissions per capita in the EU-25 and the second lowest
greenhouse gas emissions per unit of GDP.

The explanation for this lies in policy measures adopted subsequent
to the 1970s oil price shocks. Principally, these were strict regulations
and incentives to improve energy efficiency, high taxes on fuels, and
diversification of fuel sourcing within the electricity generation sector
(French Government 1995). A major expansion in hydroelectricity had
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Joseph Szarka 127

also occurred in the 1960s, whilst in 1974 the Messmer government
accelerated the nuclear power programme. By the 1990s, these sources
generated 90 per cent of French electricity, reducing fossil fuel gener-
ation from 60 per cent of sourcing in 1973 to a residual ten per cent.
Because hydroelectric and nuclear power are almost carbon-free at
the point of generation, their expansion achieved large cuts in CO2

emissions from the power sector, with national emissions falling by
26.5 per cent between 1980 and 1990, the biggest reduction in the
EU (French Government 1995). In 1996, 378 terawatt hours of elec-
tricity were generated by French nuclear power stations, with savings
of 117million tonnes of CO2 equivalent (MtCO2e) compared with coal-
fired generation or 59 MtCO2e for combined cycle gas turbines (French
Government 1997). By the 2000s, electricity generation accounted for
only eight per cent of greenhouse gas emissions in France, as com-
pared with 36 per cent in Germany and 40 per cent in the USA (MEDD
2004). This positive but unplanned outcome offers a key instance of
path dependency, in that the nuclear option was selected for reasons of
energy security and economic competitiveness – and not environmental
protection.

Yet the achievement of deep emission cuts ahead of other G7 nations
left France economically vulnerable. In its first report to the UNFCCC,
the French Government (1995: 6) asserted that ‘the cost of new mea-
sures liable to be taken in France will often be higher than in the other
countries of the European Union or the OECD’. Ironically, in becom-
ing an ‘inadvertent pioneer’ (Szarka 2006) in the 1980s, France lessened
its scope to make cheap cuts once the Kyoto regime was in place. In
contrast, competitor nations such as Germany and the UK benefited
from the arbitrary choice of the 1990 baseline due to ‘wall-fall’ emis-
sions reductions in the former and the ‘dash for gas’ in the latter – yet
still had greater potential for making low-cost emissions reductions due
to specificities in their industrial structures. This configuration of unin-
tended outcomes helps to explain particular constructions of national
interests in climate policy.

In international discussions, France’s negotiating strategy based on
capping per capita emissions pressured the largest industrialized coun-
tries to accept the major burden of greenhouse gas reductions. But
the various Conferences of the Parties – which led to the 1997 Kyoto
Protocol and follow-on agreements – were characterized by hard bar-
gaining, with all sides seeking to restrict their liabilities. The indus-
trialized nations who signed the Protocol espoused softer emissions
targets than originally mooted, with key emitters such as the USA and
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128 France: Towards an Alternative Climate Policy Template?

Australia refusing to ratify at all. Yet the absence of targets for developing
countries – including major emitters such as China and India – attested
to a degree of implicit acceptance of equity norms benchmarked on
emissions per capita. Indeed, article three of the UNFCCC set out the
principle that ‘the Parties should protect the climate system for the
benefit of present and future generations of humankind, on the basis
of equity and in accordance with their common but differentiated
responsibilities and respective capabilities’ (UNFCCC 1992: 4). Dur-
ing negotiations, however, recognition of ‘common but differentiated
responsibilities’ fell short of explicit acceptance of emissions per capita
convergence.

Thus, the French lost the argument on equity norms. France was also
frustrated in advocating an international carbon tax. Initially, France
gave conditional support to a carbon tax proposal provided that: (i)
it was based solely on the carbon content of fuel (and not on energy
content, which would have penalized nuclear power); (ii) it was imple-
mented in all EU states; and (iii) precautions were taken to maintain
competitiveness should other OECD states not implement equivalent
measures (French Government 1995; IEA 1996; Godard 1997). The stress
on uniform application of climate measures to ensure economic com-
petitiveness has been a constant of the pragmatic French approach.
However, with disquiet over the tax mounting in several member states
(Zito 2000), at the 1992 Rio Summit the EU made the carbon tax depen-
dent on establishment of comparable measures elsewhere in the OECD
(Barrett 2003), a proposal rejected by the USA and Japan. Despite these
set-backs at the international negotiating table, the French authorities
held their line in intra-EU discussions. In the 1998 EU burden-sharing
agreement, stabilization of emissions at the 1990 level – in contrast
to the large cuts accepted by Germany and the UK – represented
an acknowledgement of France’s low emissions per capita (French
Government 1997). But was this a soft target?

In the late 1990s, rapid economic growth pushed up emissions and an
overshoot of some 25 per cent was predicted for the 2008–2012 Kyoto
commitment period, leading the left-wing Jospin government to pro-
mulgate a national programme to fight climate change (Gouvernement
français 2000). Three categories of preventive measures were envisaged:
(i) voluntary agreements and emissions trading; (ii) a domestic carbon
tax; and (iii) energy efficiency combined with recourse to renewable
energy. In practice, each of these measures encountered their limits. In
the late 1990s, voluntary agreements to cut emissions were made in the
steel, aluminium, cement and glass-making sectors (French Government
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2001). However, the carbon tax proposal (known as the TGAP-Energie)
was struck down in December 2000. The French Constitutional Court
ruled that the tax as proposed involved perverse discrimination between
categories of energy consumer such that lower levels of consumption
could incur higher levels of tax (Szarka 2003). Unlike the UK, France
did not attempt a domestic experiment in emissions trading but waited
for the EU scheme. Increased recourse to renewables was programmed
by the year 2000 Electricity Act (discussed below). Nevertheless, energy
efficiency remained the cornerstone of French climate policy.

In 2002, Jacques Chirac secured a second mandate as President, fol-
lowed by a right-wing landslide in the parliamentary elections. The
new Raffarin government criticized its predecessor’s policies as inad-
equate, since the likelihood of an emissions overshoot by 2010 of
9.6 per cent remained (MEDD 2004). However, whereas Jospin’s ‘plu-
ral left’ coalition (which included the French Green Party) had favoured
new ecotaxes, the Raffarin government preferred other options. Ecotax-
ation had become associated with ‘red-green’ coalitions in France and
Germany from which the right-wing wished to disassociate itself for
reasons of political differentiation and pragmatism. The Raffarin govern-
ment was receptive to industry’s economic arguments against increased
taxes, taking the view that ‘we have to persuade rather than force com-
panies, otherwise we risk undermining their competitiveness’ (Baulinet
2002: 40). Thus, economic actors conditioned the government’s percep-
tion of what was politically acceptable. The belated Climate Plan of
2004–2012 put forward some 60 additional proposals to reduce emis-
sions, including incentives for buying low-emissions vehicles, support
for biofuels, new regulations and energy efficiency certificates for build-
ings, wider use of energy labels and increased tax credits for efficient
appliances (MEDD 2004). The use of the ‘carrot’, rather than the fiscal
‘stick’, points to the political sensitivities that inform the selection of
climate measures in France. The plan projected ‘savings’ of 72 MtCO2e
(MEDD 2004), whilst an update in 2006 aimed to ‘save’ a further six to
eight MtCO2e (MEDD 2006a). If predictions prove correct, France will
at least meet its emissions stabilization target for the 2008–2012 com-
mitment period and, perhaps, achieve a cut of two to three per cent.
This will be achieved with minimal use of the Kyoto flexibility mech-
anisms. Only four projects were registered by 2005 under the Clean
Development Mechanism, consistent with France’s position that mitiga-
tion should occur within national frontiers (French Government 2006).
But it may also signal a preference to use flexible mechanisms as a
fall-back option for the post-2012 commitment period.
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130 France: Towards an Alternative Climate Policy Template?

Explanations of policy choices and outcomes

The principle of sectoral differentiation lies at the core of EU climate
policy. It has produced a policy template which targets manufactur-
ing industry and the energy sector (especially electricity generation) by
(i) encouraging fuel switching away from carbon-rich sources (such as
coal) to low-carbon (gas) or zero-carbon sources (renewables, nuclear);
(ii) increasing energy efficiency; and (iii) industrial restructuring. The
sources of this policy template were summarized by the EEA (2004: 12):

The emission reductions in the early 1990s were largely a result
of increasing efficiency in power and heating plants, the economic
restructuring in the five new federal states in Germany, the liberal-
isation of the energy market and subsequent changes in the choice
of fuel used in electricity production from oil and coal to gas in the
United Kingdom and significant reductions in nitrous oxide emis-
sions in the chemical industry in France, Germany and the United
Kingdom.

The ‘standard recipe’ of targeting the largest industrial point sources
offered the easiest and cheapest route to cut greenhouse gas emissions.
It emerged during the allocation of reduction liabilities under the 1998
EU burden-sharing scheme and in the 2000s was translated into the EU
emissions trading scheme (EU ETS). However, its impact in France has
led to atypical outcomes.

During the run-up to the Kyoto Protocol, intra-European disagree-
ments threatened the capacity of the EU to assume the mantle of
climate leadership. In early 1997, the Dutch presidency of the European
Council promoted the ‘triptych’ approach, which sought to allocate
equitable shares of CO2 reductions by taking into account energy supply
systems and energy efficiency in industry (Andersen 2005). The ‘trip-
tych’ approach divided national economies into three components: the
electricity-generating sector; the energy-intensive, export-oriented sec-
tor; and the domestic sectors (Phylipsen et al. 1998). This allowed an
objective and instrumental differentiation of emissions burdens on the
basis of national industrial structures. It led to the establishment of
the ‘standard recipe’ for emissions reductions across European states,
with the largest cuts occurring in the electricity generation sector. The
‘triptych’ approach enabled a joint European position at Kyoto and
led to the final burden-sharing agreement of 1998, with Germany and
the UK pledging large cuts, Greece, Spain and Portugal securing big
increases, and France arguing successfully for stabilization at the 1990
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level on the basis of low per capita emissions and low emissions from
the electricity-generating sector (Szarka 2008).

In a number of respects, the EU ETS represents an extension of the
‘triptych’ approach and of the ‘standard recipe’. Unable to pioneer
international carbon taxation, the EU fell back on sectoral measures
applicable within its own frontiers, of which the EU ETS is now the
centrepiece. As noted in Chapter 4, the scheme operates in two phases:
a trial phase between 2005 and 2007 and an operational phase between
2008 and 2012 to accord with the Kyoto Protocol’s first commitment
period, and targets the largest industrial CO2 emitters, in particular the
electricity, energy, steel, cement, chalk, glass, ceramics, paper and card-
board sectors. Phase one covered some 12,000 installations producing
45 per cent of industrial CO2 and equivalent to 35 per cent of aggre-
gate greenhouse gas emissions in the EU (Andersen 2005). However, the
total number of quotas allocated is dependent on the industrial struc-
ture of each member state. This revisiting of the ‘triptych’ approach
produces comparable consequences at the nation-state level. The lion’s
share of emissions in Germany, Denmark and the UK comes from
their electricity generation sectors, which therefore receive the most
quotas.

The sectoral methodology underpinning EU climate policy-making
has meshed tolerably well with the French policy style. The lat-
ter has been characterized in terms of environmental meso-corporatism
(Szarka 2000), by which is meant the ring-fencing of a policy sector
within which organized producer interests are entrusted with stew-
ardship whilst being subject to the supervision of public institutions.
Policy-making in longstanding environmental arenas such as industrial
atmospheric emissions has been subtended by bilateral meso-corporatist
bargains between industrialists and regulators (Szarka 2002). Although
emissions trading was viewed with suspicion in France during the 1990s
(Godard 2001), its implementation has fitted comfortably with national
policy traditions, engendering institutional arrangements comparable
with those found in pre-existing environmental policy arenas (Szarka
2006). The French authorities once again ring-fenced a meso-corporatist
domain within which negotiation is undertaken between industry rep-
resentatives and public officials. The National Allocation Plan (NAP)
was drawn up by the ADEME (the Environment and Energy Efficiency
Agency) and the register of emissions is kept by the Caisse des Dépots et
des Consignations (a state-owned organization). Although producer inter-
ests exercise influence over the quantity and distribution of emissions
quotas, the central state’s authority is asserted by its right to set caps
and apply sanctions as a last resort.
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132 France: Towards an Alternative Climate Policy Template?

France has therefore demonstrated the institutional capacity to imple-
ment the EU ETS. Yet the scheme’s impact is set to be low because
the distribution of quotas mainly reflects existing national industrial
structures, in particular the fuel mix in the electricity sector. At the
EU level, 50 per cent of quotas go to the electricity sector, but only
25 per cent in the French case (Arnaud 2005), because 90 per cent of
French electricity is sourced from (virtually) greenhouse gas free sources.
In consequence, France is a marginal player within the EU ETS. In Phase
one, Germany received 23 per cent of quotas, 11 per cent went apiece
to Italy, Poland and the UK, but France held only seven per cent. Fur-
thermore, whereas major corporations are the main recipients of quotas
elsewhere in Europe, in France a large number of small establishments
have been included – yet only 26 per cent of total CO2 emissions were
covered (Arnaud 2005).

For Phase two of the EU ETS, the French NAP of September 2006 pro-
posed a ceiling on emissions of 151 MtCO2e per annum, as compared
with verified emissions of 131 MtCO2e in 2005 (Actu-Environnement
2006). But with the European Commission refusing to tolerate lax
proposals, a revised French plan was presented in December 2006, pro-
gramming quotas of 128.86 MtCO2e per annum under ‘grandfathered’
emissions, plus an additional 3.94 MtCO2e set aside for market entrants
(MEDD 2006b). This plan was approved in March 2007 and requires
only a small improvement from established players. The French gov-
ernment did not exact more because its industrialists and small firms
can argue that they would be economically disadvantaged in compar-
ison with European competitors. Once again, the political obstacle to
stronger measures is the influence of economic interests.

In summary, application of the ‘standard’ EU climate policy template
to France is resulting in diminishing returns in the 2000s. The use of
nuclear and hydroelectric power led to major greenhouse gas cuts from
the electricity sector, whilst emissions from manufacturing industry fell
by 22 per cent between 1990 and 2004 (MEDD 2006a). Thus, the stock
of ‘low hanging fruit’ has largely been exhausted. In addition, the rel-
evance of the domestic meso-corporatist style to new climate policy
challenges is uneven, as will now be argued.

The prospects for future French climate policy

The French case shows that the premise according to which cli-
mate ‘solutions’ already exist and simply have to be implemented must
be challenged. At one level, France is ‘ahead of the curve’ and has for
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some time been evolving an alternative climate policy template. Yet
it clearly needs to go further. Moreover, the problems now faced by
France will also become manifest in other developed countries once
the ‘standard recipe’ is exhausted there too, although following suit,
as noted earlier, would produce significant emissions reductions. The
question is how a wider, more effective range of measures can be
implemented within the strictures of existing institutional capacity but
without arousing excessive political obstacles.

The structure of French emissions is set out in Table 7.1 in order to
identify where the biggest problems lie. Since 1990, emissions have
fallen in industrial processes by 27 per cent (15 MtCO2e), in agricul-
ture by nine per cent (10 MtCO2e), and in waste by nine per cent (1.5
MtCO2e) (French Government 2006). On the other hand, between 1990
and 2002 emissions increased by 23 per cent in the road transport sec-
tor (which accounts for a quarter of CO2 releases) and by 8.8 per cent
in the residential sector, despite substitution of coal by gas for heating.
A similar upward trend exists in the tertiary sector. Although these sec-
tors are contributing most to emissions growth in most industrialized

Table 7.1 Emissions calculations in the French 2004–2012 Climate Plan

Sectors MtCO2e MtCO2e

1990 2002 2010 2010 2010
projection
for business
as usual

percentage
change
relative to
1990

projection with
new measures

Transport 121.5 149.5 175.1 44.10 154.8
Residential 89.5 97.4 116.6 30.30 99.9
Industry 141.2 115 118.3 –16.20 107.3
Energy 80.6 68.6 87.8 8.90 71
Agriculture

and forests
116.1 108.6 108.1 –6.90 105.7

Waste 15.9 14.7 13 –18.20 12.5
Total France 564.7 553.9 618.9 9.60 550.8
Other state

measures
–0.4

Carbon sinks –3.2
JI, CDM –1
Kyoto total 546.6

Source: MEDD (2004: 14 and 77).
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134 France: Towards an Alternative Climate Policy Template?

nations, this dissection of trends by source categories provides point-
ers for policy formulation. France now has less ‘low-hanging fruit’ to
pick in terms of CO2 emissions from coal combustion and energy
use in industry, or from nitrous oxide and methane sources in agri-
culture. Further reductions from those sources are, therefore, harder
and more expensive to achieve than in other developed countries. In
consequence, France must prioritize emission cuts from the tertiary,
residential and transport sectors sooner and more substantially than
neighbouring countries.

Prolonging or renewing the official scenario?

The French Government (2006: 58) stated categorically that ‘energy
efficiency is the main objective of French energy policy’, specifying
annual targets of a reduction of three per cent in greenhouse gas emis-
sions and two per cent in end-use energy intensity up to 2015 (rising
to 2.5 per cent by 2030) to occur primarily in the residential, tertiary
and transport sectors. Policy measures included tax rebates to house-
holds of 40 per cent for the purchase of solar-heated water installations
and 25 per cent for insulation, double-glazing and high-efficiency boil-
ers. The energy efficiency labelling scheme (the A–F scale found on
household appliances) is being extended to air-conditioning units, boil-
ers, cars and even houses. A market will be created for ‘energy savings
certificates’ designed to improve the thermal performance of build-
ings. Thus, the official scenario for emissions control departs little from
France’s long-standing energy policy framework and raises few political
obstacles.

However, the results of the efficiency approach since 1990 have been
productive but inadequate. The improvement in CO2 intensity between
1990 and 2003 is an impressive fall of 17 per cent, approximating to
14 per cent per decade (MEDD 2006a). But in terms of aggregate emis-
sions, the results are less encouraging. In 1990, total French greenhouse
gas emissions were 564MtCO2e and, by 2005, had fallen to 553MtCO2e,
a decrease of 1.9 per cent over the period, or approximately 1.3 per cent
per decade (Centre Interprofessionel Technique d’Etudes de la Pollu-
tion Atmosphérique 2007). In contrast, the ‘factor four’ target requires a
reduction of 18 per cent per decade. It is hard to see how conventional
efficiency savings can achieve this outcome and, thus, a step change in
energy sourcing and consumption patterns will be required.

As regards energy supply, the official scenario continues to favour
one of the main meso-corporatist bargains existing in France, namely
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the nuclear sector. The 2005 Energy Bill reinstated the French pref-
erence for nuclear power by the decision to build a demonstrator
European Pressurized Reactor (EPR) plant in France by 2012. For-
mer Industry Minister Nicole Fontaine (2006) outlined an ambitious
schedule for the replacement of the domestic nuclear fleet, with a
projection of 13 new reactors to be built by 2020 and another 24
by 2025. The French nuclear industry is also staking out an interna-
tional leadership position. Anne Lauvergeon (2007), chief executive of
Areva, the French nuclear supplier, stressed that markets are opening
for nuclear power in China, India and the USA and set the target of
capturing one-third of the global market. In November 2007, Areva
secured an ¤8billion contract to build two EPRs in China and sup-
ply them with uranium (World Nuclear News Organisation 2007).
The French nuclear lobby, with support at the highest political lev-
els, is exporting a long-standing domestic policy framework which
links nuclear power, energy security and climate protection (Szarka
2008).

At the same time, signs of innovation can be detected in the increased
emphasis on renewables. France is already the largest user of energy
from renewables in Europe, producing 18.3 millions of tonnes of oil
equivalent in 2004, amounting to 6.6 per cent of primary energy con-
sumption, with 51 per cent coming from wood for heating, 31 per cent
from hydroelectric power and 12 per cent from waste (French Govern-
ment 2006). However, these are ‘traditional’ renewable energy sources.
More diversification is needed into ‘new’ forms, such as wind and bio-
fuels. To encourage diversification, European Directive 2001/77/EC set
targets for electricity generation from renewables for each member state.
For France, the 2010 target is 21 per cent (up from 15 per cent in
1997). Most of the increase is budgeted to come from wind power.
The year 2000 Electricity Bill outlined a programme of expansion, with
a 2001 decree establishing a Renewable Energy Feed-In Tariff (REFIT),
guaranteeing kilowatt hour prices to targeted suppliers. Since the REFIT
mechanism was a major cause of the dramatic growth of wind power
in Denmark, Germany and Spain, similar consequences were expected
in France (Szarka 2007a). In practice, expansion proved slower. At the
start of 2007, Germany, Spain and Denmark had 20,622megawatts
(MW), 11,615MW and 3136MW of capacity, respectively, compared
with 1958MW in the UK and 1469MW in France (Windpower Monthly
2007). Policy was reformed in 2006, with an increase in subsidy levels
and the introduction of wind power development zones (Szarka 2007b).
Yet doubt remains as to whether France can meet its 2010 target.
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136 France: Towards an Alternative Climate Policy Template?

Energy crops were identified as a promising development to enhance
energy security and reduce emissions. Moreover, their production does
not challenge the traditional policy style. The French agricultural sec-
tor is highly corporatist, with an influential farmers’ lobby. Reforms
to the Common Agricultural Policy and increased global competition
have provoked a crisis for French farming, so energy crops offer wel-
come opportunities for diversification (Bal 2005). Their production
may yet renew traditional French goals of subsidizing agriculture and
increasing national independence in energy supply. Proposals to expand
biomass production were outlined as early as the first report to the
UNFCCC (French Government 1995) and were implemented in the
2000–2006 Wood Energy Plan. Tax credits to households buying high-
efficiency wood-burning stoves have stimulated expansion, and France
has become the biggest producer of energy from wood in the EU
(Delannoy 2007).

Progress in biofuels has, however, been faltering. EU Directive
2003/30/CE set the objective of substituting 5.75 per cent of vehi-
cle fuels by biofuels by 2010. France brought this deadline forward
to 2008, setting targets of seven per cent for 2010 and ten per cent
for 2015 (MEDD 2006a). Yet acceleration proved faltering with out-
put of biodiesel falling by 2.5 per cent between 2003 and 2004 to
348,000 tonnes, whereas it increased by 44 per cent in Germany to reach
1,035,000 tonnes (Anon 2005). New tax measures were introduced in
2005 to incentivize use, with plans to double production capacity of bio-
diesel to 1,800,000 tonnes per annum (French Government 2006). These
measures will improve France’s greenhouse gas balances, but the scale of
the improvement depends on how fast fossil fuels are phased out.

The official scenario writ large?

The question of the speed and scale of reform was addressed in propos-
als put forward by Prévot (2007). Believing that concerns over the ‘end
of oil’ confuse the real issue, Prévot argued that surplus quantities of
fossil fuels remain available which, if combusted, will lead to a runaway
greenhouse effect and global disaster. The aim must be to leave fossil
fuels in the ground (and/or use carbon sequestration techniques which
have yet to be mastered). However, achieving this aim would cause a
collapse in energy prices to levels insufficient to sustain renewables.
These premises led him to construct an interventionist model of energy
and climate policy where the state reconfigures the energy sector. Prévot
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(2007) offered three scenarios for a 30–40 year period, involving reduc-
tions in greenhouse gas emissions ranging from 33 to 60 per cent. The
differences arose mainly from assumptions regarding (i) the scale of
road transport increases (modelled to rise by either 15 or 35 per cent)
and (ii) the scale of nuclear generating capacity (increasing from today’s
63 gigawatts (GW) to either 93GW or 133GW). In his view, large-scale
energy efficiency savings will make it possible for nuclear-sourced elec-
tricity – together with biomass – to heat buildings, fuel electric vehicles
and power the industrial, tertiary and residential sectors. To incentivize
these outcomes, the state would set prices through regulation, taxes and
subsidies (Prévot 2007).

In certain respects, Prévot’s vision is traditional French energy policy
writ large. Up until the 1980s, France was renowned for an intervention-
ist style of economic and industrial policy-making known as colbertisme,
in which central government took entrepreneurial initiatives by pro-
viding investment capital and even setting up operating companies to
implement so-called grands projets. Examples of these industrial ‘grand
designs’ include telecommunications, aviation, high-speed trains and,
of course, nuclear power. When Prévot (2007) proposed to make cli-
mate protection – and the reconfiguration of the energy sector – into
the new grand projet, he explicitly situated himself within the inter-
ventionist French policy tradition. The latter concentrates exclusively
on supply-side measures, a bias highlighted in Prévot’s proposal to
build dozens of nuclear power stations. Inevitably, such proposals pro-
voke the objections of the ‘Greens’. More fundamentally, they fail
to address the demand-side reforms needed to achieve ‘factor four’
emission reductions.

Changing the cultures of consumption?

The defining characteristic of both the official scenario and Prévot’s
diagnosis is the bias to technocentrism. In other words, policy con-
centrates on improving the technologies of production. A complemen-
tary – and as yet underutilized – approach is to reform the cultures of
consumption. However, encouraging changes in consumer behaviour
requires a different order of policy-making to meso-corporatist, supply-
side bargains. Modifications in industrial behaviour are predicated
mainly on ‘rational actor’, profit-maximization cognitive frames, which
predispose policy makers to the harnessing of market mechanisms.
Clearly, all actors respond to economic stimuli, such as taxes and
subsidies. But as Amadou et al. (2000: 3) note: ‘further increases in
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138 France: Towards an Alternative Climate Policy Template?

energy tax levels may have limited impact on demand’, due to limited
options. Thus, with residential heating, consumers exercise a circum-
scribed choice between types of fuel that reflect the sunk costs of existing
systems. With transport, choice of modes is limited or non-existent in
the countryside – and France is a large, predominantly rural, country. In
addition, consumer behaviour embodies a range of non-economic moti-
vations, encompassing values, beliefs and goals which translate into
‘lifestyle’. Yet governments have limited experience in steering ‘lifestyle’
change. In addition, political obstacles can arise from insecure public
understanding and limited social acceptance (see Chapter 6 on the UK
for further discussion of this issue).

Public opinion is slightly less concerned about climate change in
France than elsewhere in the EU. In a Eurobarometer survey (2005),
respondents were asked which five environmental issues they were most
worried about: climate change topped the list at 47 per cent in the EU-15
but stood at 42 per cent in France, where larger proportions of respon-
dents were most concerned with man-made disasters (55 per cent), air
pollution (49 per cent) and water pollution (48 per cent). French govern-
ments have, however, increased their efforts to engage the public. In his
2002 presidential campaign, Jacques Chirac promised the energy debate
that the French electorate had not seen in three decades of pro-nuclear
policy. Over 2003, the Raffarin government duly organized a ‘national
energy debate’, with distribution of information tracts and the holding
of 100 public meetings and seminars, with the aim of feeding into new
legislation (Leloup 2003; French Government 2006). A national pub-
licity campaign to raise public awareness of global warming was also
undertaken.

Initiatives in ‘consciousness raising’ have their merit, but tangible
incentives need to be offered to low- and middle-income households to
encourage investments in energy efficiency measures and fuel switch-
ing to renewables. Increased fiscal pressure or higher energy bills may
prove counterproductive in encouraging changes in attitudes because
of their regressive and inequitable effects. In the passenger transport
sector, high excise taxes have helped to orientate purchases towards
small diesel vehicles but have not stemmed major increases in pri-
vate car ownership and aggregate distances travelled. Excise increases,
especially in a period of rising oil prices, can provoke a violent public
backlash, such as happened in 2001 when the French ‘fuel escala-
tor’ had to be set aside. New solutions are required in transport,
which has consistently been acknowledged as the sector in which emis-
sion growth is fastest (French Government 1995; 2006). Despite the
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development of high-speed intercity trains and new underground sys-
tems in major French cities, measures to encourage positive ‘modal
shift’ – away from road and towards other forms of transportation –
have produced modest results (Szarka 2004). The French Government
(1995; 2001) was critical of EU liberalization of the road haulage sec-
tor because it encouraged modal shift to the detriment of the railways
and inland waterways, arguing that increased competition led hauliers
to compromise safety.

French road safety measures taken over 2003–2004 led to a decline
in average speeds of vehicles and in fuel consumption, a development
credited with achieving a two per cent fall in vehicle emissions (French
Government 2006). However, in most years the increase in numbers
of passenger vehicles has outstripped efficiency improvements. In the
1990s, France was already urging manufacturers to develop vehicles for
urban use (rather than optimized for long-distance driving), but exper-
iments with electric vehicles proved largely unsuccessful (Calef and
Goble 2007). The 2003 Low-Emission Vehicles Plan offered support both
to industrial research and to purchases of electrically powered vehicles
(French Government 2006). Looking towards the next decade, renewed
efforts are required to broaden the range of transport options, especially
over short distances, and to encourage a widespread shift in mobility
patterns. France’s wealth of institutional experience in providing public
transport solutions, its world-class vehicle industries and its agricultural
potential for biofuel production provide essential preconditions for tak-
ing a pioneering role in revolutionizing passenger mobility. Ambitious
and daunting as the transport revolution may seem, achieving the ‘fac-
tor four’ objective is impossible without it. This is an arena in which
France can and should take bold initiatives.

Conclusions

Since the signing of the UNFCCC in 1992, French climate policy has dis-
played both consistency and specificity. Constant elements have been:
the call for international convergence in per capita emissions; the high
mitigation costs for France arising from early and deep greenhouse gas
cuts; the preference for an EU regulatory framework (on carbon taxation,
technology standards, behavioural rules, etc.) to ensure that climate pol-
icy does not impair France’s economic competitiveness; and an energy
policy which stresses energy efficiency and nuclear power. The result is a
distinctive climate policy template, which France has sought to ‘upload’
to the EU and international levels. At the same time, France’s Kyoto
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140 France: Towards an Alternative Climate Policy Template?

target is simply to achieve stabilization of its greenhouse gas emissions
at the 1990 level – yet even this modest aim has proved challenging. Suc-
cess in cutting industrial emissions has largely exhausted the ‘standard
recipe’ for greenhouse gas cuts in the energy and manufacturing sec-
tors, and has constrained the usefulness for France of the EU’s flagship
climate measure, the ETS.

The target of a 75 per cent cut in greenhouse gas emissions by 2050
will require France to switch from being an inadvertent to a deliberate
pioneer. This will require supply-side improvements in the availabil-
ity and quality of energy-sourcing alternatives, a wide range of energy
conversion technologies (particularly in relation to renewable energies),
as well as increasing efficiency and performance standards. But it also
needs demand-led measures, with meaningful incentives for altered
behaviour. France has the means to make this happen – in terms of
natural resources, economic actors, technological expertise, institutional
capacity and political traditions. But whereas the French policy style
was traditionally based on environmental meso-corporatism (namely,
a cooperative strategy between officials and industrialists), a different
approach is required to engage the public and foster demand-led change.
Investment inmedia campaigns to raise awareness of climate change has
an important role. But reforming the cultures of consumption requires
both changes in attitudes and the provision of practical alternatives.
This in turn requires a step-change – in France, but also throughout
the developed world – in which the current, narrow preoccupation
with market-based and fiscal instruments gives way to ambitious pub-
lic and private sector investments in the energy sources, technologies
and lifestyles of the future. This will require radical change over the
long term not just in the energy and manufacturing sectors, but also
in urbanization patterns, construction, infrastructures and mobility. In
brief, the ‘factor four’ target requires an alternative policy template
whose beginnings we may be witnessing but whose ends have yet to
materialize.
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8
German Climate Policy Between
Global Leadership and Muddling
Through
Axel Michaelowa

Two decades of climate policy in Germany

Germany was one of the first countries in the world to embark on a
process of defining concrete policy options to deal with climate change.
The Parliamentary Enquiry Commission Protection of the Earth´s Atmo-
sphere was established in 1987, and its first report (Enquete-Kommission
1990) was a milestone in the analysis of potential climate policy
measures, setting the tone for subsequent discussions in Germany. Cli-
mate policy has been an issue of considerable political importance in
Germany ever since. German politicians have repeatedly proclaimed
that Germany is a frontrunner in climate protection (Gabriel 2006) and
German Chancellors have used this claim to stake out a leading role
in international climate negotiations. Despite this, research on German
climate policy is surprisingly sparse (exceptions include Michaelowa
2003; Bailey and Rupp 2004), although specific elements of German pol-
icy, such as negotiated agreements and ecological taxes, have attracted
more attention (Bailey and Rupp 2005; Bailey 2007).

The purpose of this chapter is to explore whether German climate pol-
icy genuinely deserves the status of being a climate policy frontrunner,
to identify a number of political obstacles to more ambitious climate
policy in Germany and to suggest some political strategies that may
assist in overcoming these barriers.

Institutional setting of climate policy in Germany

Responsibilities for climate policy within Germany are shared between
several government ministries. The Interministerial Working Group on
CO2 Reduction (IMA) was set up in 1990 to coordinate climate policy
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and consists of several working groups, each dedicated to a specific issue
area and led by the relevant line ministry. Energy supply is overseen by
the Ministry of Economics and Technology (BMWi), transportation by
the Ministry of Transport, Building and Urban Development (BMVBS),
technology by the Ministry for Education and Research (BMBF), and
agriculture and forestry by the Ministry for Consumer Protection, Food
and Agriculture (BMVEL), while overall responsibility for climate policy
per se rests with theMinistry for the Environment, Nature Protection and
Nuclear Safety (BMU). A group on greenhouse gas inventories was added
in October 2000 and a further portfolio covering Kyoto Protocol Joint
Implementation and Clean Development Mechanism (CDM) projects
was created in July 2005. The IMA published two policy papers in 1994
and 1997 in addition to issuing Germany’s national programmes in
2000 and 2005 (Deutscher Bundestag 2000; 2005). The more recent 2007
climate policy programme was not based on IMA work, but rather on
negotiations between the BMU and the BMWi led by the Chancellor’s
office.

This complex division of jurisdictions has created significant inter-
departmental tensions, particularly between the BMU and the BMWi,
which have hampered the coordination and coherence of German cli-
mate policy. Although climate policy is formally a BMU responsibility,
the BMWi’s coordination of energy policy means that different actor
groups and considerations inform strategic decisions affecting energy
structure, fuel sources and technology. The nature of decisions thus
depends on the strength of alliances that each side can forge. The BMWi
has repeatedly tried to reject policies that it found too constraining
for industry (such as strict allowance allocations under the European
Union emissions trading scheme (EU ETS)), ask for more cost-efficient
measures (see BMWi 2004; 2007), or attack climate policy in general
(Müller 2001). As there is no written long-term government energy strat-
egy, energy policies are often framed in summit meetings between the
Chancellor and industry representatives (see BMU 2006a).

Another important feature of German environmental politics is its tra-
dition of consensus seeking and consultation, particularly with major
employers and unions, which has encouraged a corporatist environ-
mental decision-making style (Wurzel et al. 2003). On the international
scene, German Chancellors have given high priority to climate policy,
and within the EU have consistently played a key role in convincing
less climate-policy-minded member states to accept EU policies. In inter-
national diplomacy, Germany has generally been faithful to joint EU
negotiating positions.
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146 German Climate Policy

Targets

German emissions targets have changed considerably over time,
butwith a general tendency for strict target setting when climate pol-
icy becomes prominent in domestic political discussions, followed by
a subsequent erosion of targets in small steps, often linked to develop-
ments in international climate policy (Table 8.1). For example, the 1987
enquiry commission proposed a CO2 reduction target of 30 per cent
below 1990 levels by 2005 and an 80 per cent reduction by 2050,
which formed the basis of the federal government’s first official target
set in 1990. This target was quietly watered down in late 1990 and
again in 1991, following German unification, by incorporating wind-
fall emissions cuts in the former East Germany into existing targets,
rather than increasing the targets. After minor changes in 1995 and
1997, further erosion of Germany’s national targets occurred in 1998 as
a result of the EU burden-sharing agreement (see Chapter 4), in order
to avoid competitive disadvantages against other EU economies that
had more lenient targets under the agreement. In 2002, the coalition
Social Democrat-Green Party government specified a stronger new tar-
get for 2020, driven partly by the need to maintain the support of the
Greens, which survived the change of government in 2005. The 2002
target was also a direct consequence of unprecedented flooding along
the Elbe River, which created high public awareness of climate change
and strengthened the electoral position of the Green Party in particular.
Public awareness of climate change has remained high since (see FORSA
2005) and reached a highpoint in 2007, allowing few opportunities for
the government to soften targets again.

Table 8.1 German emissions targets since 1990

Date of target
setting

Base
year

Target
year

Gas covered Reduction

June 1990
(West Germany)

1987 2005 Energy-related CO2 25%

November 1990
(united
Germany)

1987 2005 Energy-related CO2 25% (West Germany)
‘significantly more
than 25%’ (East
Germany)

November 1991 1987 2005 Energy-related CO2 25–30%
April 1995 1990 2005 Energy-related CO2 25%
March 1997 1990 2008–12 CO2, CH4, N2O 25%
June 1998 1990 2008–12 Kyoto basket 21%
October 2002 1990 2020 Kyoto basket 40%
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Despite this, the fact that the government was able surreptitiously to
bury the 25 per cent CO2 reduction target for 2005 without provok-
ing a public outcry does not bode well for other targets that are not
enshrined in international agreements. The reasons for this are mani-
fold but include changes of government, the rapid pace and fickleness of
international climate politics, and concerns about the USA’s withdrawal
from the Kyoto Protocol.

The German climate policy mix over time

German climate policy is famous for its long lists of policy measures with
widely varying characteristics. For instance, the 2000 programme listed
64 measures, and the 2007 one 29, some of which will actually increase
greenhouse gas emissions, such as the operation of more powerful filter
systems for nitrous oxide at thermal power plants. This again reflects the
fragmented responsibilities for different aspects of climate policy along
with the government’s desire to tackle the issue on all fronts without
over-regulating any one sector. Generally, the contribution of measures
to emissions reduction is only calculated after they are agreed. For exam-
ple, the BMU (2007a) calculates the effect of the programme set out
in BMU (2007b) at 219 million tonnes of CO2 (MtCO2) reduction per
year, based on bold assumptions about EU climate policy. An exception
is the 2005 programme (Deutscher Bundestag 2005), which presented
the reduction potential of each measure and a total reduction of ten
MtCO2 per year.

The main measures used in German climate policy are grouped the-
matically for further analysis. These are: ecological tax reform (ETR);
emissions trading and project-based mechanisms (for example, the
CDM); voluntary agreements; renewable energies; energy-efficiency
measures; carbon capture and storage (CCS); non-CO2 policies; and
policies that lead to emissions increases.

Ecological tax reform

Although no cross-sectoral instrument for implementing climate pol-
icy existed in Germany for almost a decade, the late 1980s and early
1990s saw growing cross-party support for a unilateral ETR (Wurzel
et al. 2003). However, a meeting between Chancellor Kohl, the chair
of the Association of German Industry, and the chief executive of the
chemical company BASF in 1994 led to the tax plan being dropped
and substituted by a voluntary agreement (Wille 2003). Many within
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148 German Climate Policy

the ruling Christian Democrat Party, including the incumbent Envi-
ronment Minister, Klaus Töpfer, backed the ETR, but lack of support
from the Chancellor created an insurmountable veto point for the
proposal. The concept of voluntary agreements was also more con-
sistent with the German environmental policy style of close working
with industry groups and regulated self-regulation, whereby the federal
government proposes stringent regulation deliberately to force indus-
try to offer a self commitment (Selbstverpflichtung) (Wurzel et al. 2003;
Bailey 2007).

The ETR concept was only implemented following the victory of
the Social Democrat-Green coalition in the 1998 federal elections. The
reform consisted of five increases in taxes on mineral oil, gas and elec-
tricity, but is offset by reductions in employers’ social security and
pension contributions. However, the tax is effectively levied only on
household energy use and transport fuels, as energy-intensive industries
are largely exempted through a complex system of net burden rebates
(Michaelowa 2003). Despite a campaign by the Christian Democrats in
the 2005 election to abolish the tax, it was strongly supported by NGOs
and was retained, although no further increases are planned, mainly
because of developments in EU climate policy. Due to the tax and strong
increases in vehicle fuel taxes over the preceding decade, transport fuel
taxes in Germany are now among the highest in the world.

Emissions trading and project-based mechanisms

Emissions trading and similar market mechanisms played little role in
the early stages of German climate policy. In contrast to EU mem-
ber states like Denmark and the UK, domestic emissions trading was
never seriously contemplated and when the Commission proposed an
EU emissions trading scheme in 2001, it received a lukewarm reception
from the German government. A Working Group on Emissions Trad-
ing to Combat the Greenhouse Effect (AGE) was set up under the lead
of the BMU in 2000, but large industry groups opposed emissions trad-
ing in order to keep their voluntary agreements (Ströbele et al. 2002).
Smaller industries were, however, more open towards the idea (Santarius
and Ott 2002). Even in 2006, after the EU ETS had begun operating, the
environment minister stated that some industry associations remained
massively opposed to emissions trading (Gabriel 2006). However, after
losing the battle over the introduction of the EU ETS, industry’s focus
switched to how it could benefit from the free allocation of emission
allowances and schemes to provide financial rewards for early actions.
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While the German government was among the first of the member
states to submit its national allocation plans (NAPs) for the first and sec-
ond trading periods, these were seen as insufficiently stringent by the
Commission, leading to the embarrassing situation of Germany hav-
ing to revise its plans on both occasions. The lack of stringency in
the German NAPs was largely due to horse-trading between the BMU
and the BMWi, whereby the BMWi accepted the continuation of a
feed-in tariff system for renewable energies if BMU accepted an emis-
sions cap that was about 15 MtCO2 less stringent than the previous
voluntary agreement. However, reflecting the ministerial divisions in
German climate politics, it is conceivable that the BMU hoped the
NAP would be rejected, as it was insufficiently influential within the
German ministerial system to confront the BMWi directly. Moreover,
a fuel-specific benchmark allowed coal-fired power plants to receive an
allocation more than double that of gas power plants, and allocations
for new fossil power plants were guaranteed for 14 years. Early actions,
mainly in the former East Germany, where low-cost reductions could be
achieved largely serendipitously through the closure of uncompetitive
high-polluting facilities, also received additional allocations.

Despite warnings that the system would generate unfair windfall prof-
its if allowances were allocated to companies that could increase product
sales prices by the price of emissions allowances embodied in their
product (particularly energy utilities, which have limited exposure to
international competition), all allowances were allocated free during the
first trading period. Due to increasing political debate about electricity
producers receiving billions of euro windfall profits (Gabriel 2006), the
allocation to utilities was slashed by 15 per cent in the second phase
and many benefits from the previous NAP were taken away. Although
auctioning was initially opposed even by the BMU (Gabriel 2006) due
to a misunderstanding of the functioning of markets, pressure by parlia-
ment and carbon market lobby groups led eventually to nine per cent
of allowances being auctioned (see BMU 2007c).

The government has continuously stressed that Germany does not
need to import project-based emissions credits generated by the Kyoto
mechanisms to reach its emissions targets (Gabriel 2006), and no fund
or other vehicle for acquiring credits has been established. Despite this,
the government used the discretion given by the Commission to the
maximum possible when thresholds for importing emissions credits for
participants in the EU ETS were announced. The initial proposal had
been to restrict the use of Kyoto mechanisms to meet 12 per cent of
Germany’s allowance allocation. However, the government increased
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150 German Climate Policy

this to 22 per cent once the formula defined by the Commission allowed
this. Currently, an initiative is being planned to support German
companies to use Kyoto project mechanisms.

Voluntary agreements

Prior to the introduction of the ETR in 1999, voluntary agreements with
industry – along with policies to support renewable energies – formed
the mainstays of German climate policy. The first agreements were nego-
tiated in 1995 and were made more stringent in 1996 by switching from
relative to absolute targets and by including independent monitoring
(Bailey 2007). The second round of agreements was finalized on a cross-
sectoral level in 2000 but planned sector-level agreements were never
confirmed, as the voluntary agreements were effectively overtaken by
the EU ETS (Michaelowa 2003). In keeping with the German tradition
of regulated self-regulation, a regulatory threat (in 1995, of a manda-
tory waste heat recovery ordinance and, in 2000, of compulsory energy
auditing) was used on both occasions to secure the agreements.

Although the voluntary agreements were largely superseded in 2001
by the negotiation of the EU ETS, interestingly, allocations under the
scheme were less stringent than the implicit allocations derived from the
voluntary agreements. This is further explained by the fact that German
voluntary agreements are rarely replaced by mandatory policies even if
they are unsuccessful (despite the threat of regulation commonly being
used to force agreements). However, the mandatory nature of the EU ETS
caps had stronger implications for German industrial competitiveness
(BMU 2007b). Despite these acknowledged failures, the 2007 climate
programme envisages a future agreement with industry, coupling energy
tax relief to energy efficiency efforts by companies (BMU 2007b).

Renewable energies

The oldest and most consistently followed climate policy instrument
in Germany is the granting of feed-in tariffs to renewable energy pro-
ducers, differentiated according to the technology used. While the laws
granting tariffs have changed names over time, the principles of priority
grid access for renewable electricity, as well as cost-covering tariff lev-
els, have been upheld. This was due to clever lobbying by alliances that
defended this system against attacks from the BMWi and the electricity
utilities (Michaelowa 2005a). Recently, however, degression rates for tar-
iffs (their decrease to successively lower rates) have been increased. The
consequence of the tariff system has been a rapid growth in renewable
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electricity capacity, especially wind generation and photovoltaics, where
Germany is a world leader in terms of installed capacity. Renewable
electricity targets have repeatedly been raised (from 12.5 per cent of
installed electricity capacity to be generated from renewables by 2010,
set in 1997; 20 per cent by 2020, set in 2006; and 25–30 per cent
by the same date, set in 2007), and generation tripled between 1990
and 2005. However, offshore wind generation has not flourished, while
subsidies have increased from ¤0.3 billion in 1996 to ¤1.3 billion in
2000 and ¤5.8 billion in 2006 (BMU 2007d). Due to the high subsidy
levels, overcapacity has been experienced in photovoltaics and wind
turbine manufacturing for the last decade and emphasis has been placed
on increasing production rapidly instead of increasing production effi-
ciency. As a result, costs per installed megawatt (MW) have risen for both
photovoltaics and wind since the early 2000s (Table 8.2).

More recently, liquid biofuels for transportation have benefited from
fuel tax exemptions. The powerful farming lobby has pressed strongly
for biofuel subsidies despite analyses by Henke et al. (2005) indi-
cating that bioethanol production in Germany is neither competi-
tive nor an efficient mitigation policy, and that biofuel imports are
likely to increase. In the future, biogas feed-in gas pipelines are to
be supported by granting priority and specific feed-in tariffs (BMU
2007b). Moreover, mandatory renewable energy-use targets for build-
ings (focusing on energy demand rather than supply management)
are scheduled for development.

Energy efficiency measures

Energy efficiency measures have played a significant role in the German
climate policy mix, but have repeatedly been sacrificed when they could

Table 8.2 Development of renewable electricity generation in Germany (TWh)

Type 1990 1995 2000 2006 Change
(multiplier)

Tariff 2007
(Euro cents)
per KWh

Hydroelectric 17.0 21.6 24.9 20.7 1.2 3.6–9.7
Waste 1.2 1.4 1.9 3.6 3.0 6.4–7.3
Biomass 0.2 0.7 2.3 14 63.0 8.0–21.0
Wind <0.1 1.8 7.6 30.7 767 5.2–9.1
Photovoltaics 0 0 <0.1 2.2 2220 38.0–54.2
Total 18.4 26.5 37.7 71.2 3.9 10.9

Source: BMU (2007d: various pages).
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be ‘swapped’ for other policy instruments. In 1995, for instance, the
government axed plans for a waste heat ordinance when the first vol-
untary agreements were concluded. In 2000, regulations on the setup
of cogeneration plants suffered a similar fate, while cogeneration sub-
sidies agreed in 2002 have not stimulated significant uptake of this
technology.

The only sector where energy efficiency has consistently been pro-
moted is residential buildings, which benefit from interest rate subsidies
for loans financing refurbishment. These were increased to ¤1.4 billion
per year in 2007, while building energy efficiency standards are to be
strengthened by 60 per cent in two steps in 2008 and 2012. In a bold
move, obligations to improve energy efficiency during major retrofits
are to be developed, albeit only if they meet economic viability criteria
(taking subsidies into account). Financial penalties are also planned to
improve compliance with building regulations and, if enforced, the reg-
ulations may have a major impact on German greenhouse gas emissions.

Carbon capture and storage (CCS)

Germany has a long history of coal and lignite production and use
in electricity generation. The coal industry is currently undergoing a
painful restructuring process, with mine closures and reductions in sub-
sidies affecting economically vulnerable and politically sensitive areas in
the Ruhr and the former East Germany. Many coal-fired power plants are
also nearing the end of their economic lifetime, raising inevitable ques-
tions about replacement generation capacity and the need to capture
and store emissions if new coal-fired power stations are commissioned.
After an initially neutral stance on CCS technologies, the German gov-
ernment is now financing numerous research consortia and industrial
players to develop pilot projects for CCS and sequestration (Michaelowa
2005b). There is a broad coalition of ministries, coal companies and
research institutions (see BMWi, BMU and BMBF 2007) supporting the
idea that, as a hi-tech country, Germany must not abandon coal tech-
nologies (Gabriel 2006). The government plans to develop binding
standards to ensure captured CO2 is sealed off permanently from the
atmosphere and to guarantee secure and environmentally responsible
long-term storage (BMU 2007b).

Non-CO2 policies

Although the major focus of German climate policy is on reducing CO2

emissions, other greenhouse gases have also been the subject of policy
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attention. Methane generation from waste is addressed by regulations
to capture and use landfill gas, while industrial gases are covered by the
voluntary agreement with the chemical industry to reduce nitrous oxide
emissions by 47 per cent during its lifespan. Further reduction potential
nevertheless remains, as shown by a substantial number of coal-mine
methane and nitrous oxide reduction projects submitted under the
Joint Implementation mechanism of the Kyoto Protocol. However, the
coal-mine methane projects were rejected as they were found to be
sufficiently subsidized by the feed-in tariff system.

Policies leading to emissions increases

German climate policy can only be fully understood by examining poli-
cies that are increasing, as well as reducing, greenhouse gas emissions.

The most high profile of these is the phase out of nuclear energy
generation. Since the Chernobyl disaster in 1986, nuclear power has
been strongly opposed by left-wing parties and environmental groups.
This opposition peaked in 1998, when the Social Democrat–Green coali-
tion brokered an agreement to phase out nuclear energy over a 25-year
period. Despite intense and recurrent discussions, this decision has not
been revoked so far and the first two plants have been decommissioned.
Even with a change of government, policy makers argue that the loss of
nuclear capacity can easily be covered by expansion in the renewables
sector. Gabriel (2006), for example, compares the decommissioning of
seven gigawatts (GW) of nuclear power with the commissioning of 19
GW of renewable energy capacity, although this overlooks the difference
between reliable baseload power from nuclear power and potentially
intermittent wind and solar power.

A second key issue has been the treatment of the car industry, which
enjoys a special status in Germany illustrated by the fact that it has
not been possible to introduce a general speed limit on German motor-
ways and a lack of deterrents to the production of large luxury cars.
Although relatively heavy fuel taxation creates an incentive for con-
sumers to buy smaller cars, other demand-management measures such
as differentiated car purchase or registration taxes, or the abolition of
tax concessions for large company cars, have not been introduced. The
German government has also taken active steps to avoid mandatory fuel
efficiency standards at the EU level despite vehicle manufacturers’ fail-
ure to reach voluntary EU-wide CO2 emissions targets. This move failed,
however, when the Commission adopted a proposal for legislation
setting CO2 performance standards for new passenger vehicles sold in
the EU in December 2007 (European Commission 2007).
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154 German Climate Policy

Where have emissions gone down?

In order to understand better the political obstacles to deeper cuts in
German greenhouse gas emissions, it is instructive first to review where
emissions have and have not declined. Overall, German emissions have
reduced considerably and not only in the early 1990s when the emis-
sions benefits from reunification were harvested. The ‘hot air’ from the
collapse of heavy industry in the former German Democratic Republic
only covers about 30 per cent of total CO2 reductions (Schleich et al.
2001). Trends in German emissions also differ considerably according to
sectors and types of greenhouse gases (see Table 8.3).

It is clear from this that non-CO2 gases have reduced substantially.
The chemical industry introduced thermal decomposition of nitrous
oxide from adipic acid production (acids made from natural fats and
used in nylon) in 1997, although emissions from nitric acid production
have increased. Methane and perfluorocarbons (PFCs) have more than
halved, the former through landfill gas recovery regulations, increased
recycling and methane recovery from coal mines and wastewater,
the latter through voluntary efforts of primary aluminium producers
and semiconductor manufacturers. Sulphur hexafluoride reductions of
2.5 million tonnes of CO2 equivalent (MtCO2e) have been achieved
in automobile tyres since the mid-1990s. Combined, non-CO2 gases
have achieved three percentage points of total emissions reductions in
Germany.

Table 8.3 German emissions 1990–2005 (million tonnes CO2 equivalent)

1990 1995 2000 2005 Change
1990–2005

CO2 1032 921 883 873 −15.4%
. . .of which transport 150 NA 172 152 +1.2%
Methane 99 81 65 48 −52.1%
Nitrous oxide 85 78 60 67 −21.6%
HFCs (base year

1995)
[4.4] 6.5 6.5 9.4 +44.6%

PFCs (base year 1995) [2.7] 1.8 0.8 0.7 −59.0%
Sulphur hexafluoride

(base year 1995)
[4.8] 7.2 5.4 4.7 −34.4%

Total 1232 1096 1020 1002 −18.7%

Source: Federal Environmental Agency (2007).
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With regard to CO2, energy and industry saw substantial reductions
up to 1995, with a reversal from 2000 onwards. This was, however, offset
by strong reductions in the transport sector, where an increase in emis-
sions of 15 per cent from 1990 levels by 1999 was almost totally reversed
by 2005. Household emissions have decreased by 20 per cent (Federal
Environmental Agency 2007). BMU (2006b) calculates the combined
effects of climate policy measures at 76 MtCO2e.

Political framing and obstacles to German climate policy

A range of domestic and international factors have both con-
tributed to and hindered the development of German climate policy.
Cavender-Bares and Jäger (2001) identify several defining features of
German environmental policy: its federal parliamentary democracy
and tradition of strong state regulation; high public concerns about
environmental issues; and the increased entwining of German and
EU environmental policy (particularly via the EU ETS), which has
challenged aspects of the German approach to climate policy.

Focusing for now on domestic climate politics, public pressure and
the political doctrine of Ordnungspolitik have provided the general jus-
tifications for government intervention to create framework conditions
for market actors, most notably through regulations and the adoption
of the precautionary principle and best available technology as standard
requirements in German law (Wurzel et al. 2003). Conversely, German
environmental policy is biased towards incrementalism by ministerial
divisions within the federal government, the sharing of some environ-
mental competencies between the central and state governments, and
Germany’s bicameral parliamentary system, which requires major pol-
icy changes to receive the assent of both the Bundestag (the national
chamber) and the Bundesrat (the state representative chamber). Two
further components contributing towards incrementalism are the pre-
dominance of government by coalition, where support is needed from
coalition partners for radical reforms (Cavender-Bares and Jäger 2001),
and proportional representation, which has given the Green Party
comparatively high access to the parliamentary process. Finally, the con-
sensual and corporatist style of German climate policy (arising from its
strong manufacturing base), coupled with policy traditions favouring
voluntary agreements, has strengthened industry’s ability to influence
policy (Wurzel et al. 2003).
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156 German Climate Policy

The general strategy chosen by German politicians to navigate these
crosscurrents has been one that:

• Stresses Germany’s role as a front runner in international climate
policy by setting ambitious long-term targets, generating positive
media coverage for the government;

• Exempts industry from burdensome measures;
• Focuses on high-visibility technologies whose costs are widely redis-

tributed among the population. However, unduly strong rents for
specific interest groups are not tolerated, leading to downward moves
in feed-in-tariffs and auctioning of emissions allowances;

• Reacts strongly to meteorological extreme events, such as the Elbe
river flood and winter storms.

The result is a strategy which has tended to promote high-cost mea-
sures. For example, relatively low-cost energy efficiency savings from
industry have been delayed by successive governments’ failure to create
stronger financial incentives for industry to reduce emissions. The emis-
sions reduction costs of photovoltaics are three orders of magnitude
higher than for industrial energy efficiency and have not declined appre-
ciably in the last decade. Studies and policy papers stressing the need
for cost-efficient climate policies (BMWi 2004; McKinsey and Company
2007) have not changed policy makers’ minds. McKinsey and Company
(2007) find that, by 2020, German greenhouse gas emissions could be
reduced by 26 per cent if all known options with mitigation costs up
to ¤20/tCO2e are implemented. A decrease of 31 per cent could be
achieved if – while maintaining the nuclear phase out – the energy
mix is adjusted to include a higher share of renewable energy, with
costs of ¤32/tCO2 for power generation from renewable energy sources
and ¤175/tCO2 for biofuels. Perplexingly, strategy elements that have
enjoyed high success, such as the reduction of methane and industrial
gases, rarely feature in political discourse.

Due to the consensus orientation of German politics, NGOs have
integrated themselves strongly into policy networks to forge sometimes
unlikely coalitions (Foljanty-Jost and Jacob 2004). This approach has
enabled powerful alliances between interest groups favouring renewable
energy technologies, environmental NGOs, and also farmers’ associ-
ations and trade unions which stood to profit from land deals and
increased employment (Michaelowa 2005a). Traditional industry lob-
bies, meanwhile, have tried to minimize the impact of climate policy
wherever possible. In 2005, an environmental NGO unearthed a draft
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position paper by the Association of German Industry containing com-
ments by members of the steel, coal and chemical associations showing
their general opposition to the Kyoto Protocol and mandatory emissions
targets (Bundesverband der Deutschen Industrie [BDI] 2005; Deutsche
Umwelthilfe 2005). Further obstacles to more ambitious climate policy
created by industry are its strong preference for voluntary agreements –
despite these having been widely criticized for not going beyond busi-
ness as usual (Ramesohl and Kristof 2001) – and its opposition to energy
and fuel taxation (Sterner 2007). The allocation of emissions allowances
in Germany under the EU ETS has yet to be analyzed in detail, although
industry lobbying was a key factor behind the generous allocations set
during the scheme’s first stage.

In contrast, public opinion and media appear to be lesser impedi-
ments to climate policy in Germany than in many other countries. The
German media has generally favoured stringent climate policy and has
based much of its reporting on the scientific consensus embodied in
the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change reports (Grundmann
2007). However, on occasions the media has presented more sceptical
views, usually after a peak in attention to climate change. This hap-
pened most recently in mid-2007 after climate change had been at the
forefront of television coverage in February and March 2007 (Polixea
Portal 2007). Despite this, the general public has consistently supported
climate policy and sceptics have not been able to mobilize significant
public opposition.

Beyond the easy measures: future directions for German
climate policy

From the evidence presented, Germany remains a giant on earthen feet
in respect of climate policy and faces substantial challenges if deeper
reductions in greenhouse gas emissions are to be achieved. The first
key challenge is to shift from policies that are based on an array of
measures with widely differing costs and a reluctance to use global
carbon markets, and towards policies that clearly distinguish between
short-term, cost-efficient options whose portfolio is optimized and the
provision of incentives for long-term technological development. The
second is how to challenge powerful industry groups without alienat-
ing them, while a third is to deal with political obstacles created by
Germany’s coalition-based and often factionalized system of climate
governance.
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In the short term, a decisive shift is needed from subsidies for costlier
forms of renewable energy towards energy efficiency, whose costs would
be capped by the price of emissions credits under the Kyoto mecha-
nisms or their eventual successors. At first sight, this would appear to be
straightforward, as it involves a shift from high to lower-cost options.
Nevertheless, it also requires a political will to ignore lobbies from the
costlier forms of renewable energy while finding formulae that force
greater energy efficiencies from industry and other sectors while remain-
ing acceptable to them. One option for doing this is by linking the
generation of credits from project-based mechanisms, like the CDM, to
the interests of German technology exporters (although concerns over
the verifiability and additionality of some project-based credits may hin-
der public acceptance of this approach), or more generally by stressing
the economic benefits of lower energy consumption. A bold policy mea-
sure would be for the state to offer to buy units of emissions reductions
gained from energy efficiency measures at the current price of Certi-
fied Emissions Reductions from the CDM in order to create positive
incentives for industry and technology developers. Such an approach
is estimated to give a financial incentive of about one cent/KWh (kilo-
watt hour) saved. An even bolder approach would be to set targets for
full greenhouse gas neutrality like that proposed by Norway, again using
international carbon markets to make this acceptable to key interest
groups. The scale and credibility of the CDM could be transformed if
the German export industry took up this challenge and the government
acted as an honest guarantor of the scheme.

A second strategy, focusing on long-term policy, would be to adopt
the approach used by the Carbon Trust in the United Kingdom, where
public seed money from energy taxes is used as venture capital for
technology companies. Rather than current support for costly technolo-
gies, this would encourage competition between technology types and
reinforce the potential cost-effectiveness of climate policy. For this strat-
egy to be workable, clear ‘sunset clauses’ would be needed to stipulate
the conditions under which financial aid would end once promising
technologies are brought to market.

More costly but major emissions-saving technologies, such as CCS in
new coal power plants, could be driven bymandatory regulation, similar
to the regulation on sulphur dioxide scrubbers in the 1980s introduced
as a reaction to ‘forest dieback’ across the country. Martinsen et al. (2007)
see CCS as necessary for achieving reductions of more than 35 per
cent but argue that its mobilization requires a carbon price of at least
¤30per tonne, while Schumacher and Sands (2006) stress that CCS is
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unviable under a baseline climate policy scenario. Prescribing CCS or
similar technologies would only make sense, however, in sectors where
technological alternatives are unavailable, although high public accep-
tance of climate policy means that electoral opposition is less likely,
even where consumers incur additional costs, provided the long-term
benefits are clearly stated. Viebahn et al. (2007) nevertheless caution that
CCS does not eliminate emissions but merely reduces them by 65–79 per
cent. They also stress that renewables might develop faster and could be
cheaper than CCS-based coal plants in the long term.

In relation to renewable energies, feed-in tariffs have gained consid-
erable academic and political support as an instrument for expanding
capacity (Lipp 2007; Walz 2007) but, at a political level, their rise was the
result of a ‘battle over institutions’ where the parliament, informed and
supported by an increasingly strong advocacy coalition, backed renew-
ables policies and won against nuclear and coal interests (Jacobsson
and Lauber 2006). This case illustrates the importance of cross-party
and political–private-sector coalition building as a strategy for dealing
with power and interest divisions between the German federal min-
istries involved in climate policy. Although the general direction of
climate policy has not been politically contentious because contrar-
ian viewpoints have not gained a strong foothold in public opinion,
inter-departmental tensions are only likely to be resolved by nurturing
pro-climate policy advocacy coalitions within and across key ministries.
Achieving this is obviously likely to depend, first, on being able to per-
suade strong, economically minded ministries like the BMWi of the
economic benefits of stronger policies, and, second, the active support
of industry groups for specific initiatives that also benefit the German
economy.

Further opportunities for reform arise from the continued and grow-
ing impact of EU climate policies on Germany. For various reasons,
German governments have traditionally used the country’s reputa-
tion as an environmental leader state to press for German policies
to be adopted across the EU while reacting more warily (as in the
case of the EU ETS) to EU initiatives that clashed with national pref-
erences and policy traditions. As a result of this approach, Germany
has sometimes adapted slowly to EU innovations, and the relax-
ation of its environmental leader image in interactions with the EU
may assist German governments to ease away from entrenched pol-
icy approaches that gave the country early advantages but which
have since hindered the country’s progress beyond the ‘easy’ emissions
reductions.
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160 German Climate Policy

Conclusions

This chapter has argued that despite Germany’s self-positioning as a
global climate policy leader, it will face significant difficulties living up
to this image in the future. Gabriel (2006) has reiterated that Germany
should not sacrifice climate protection to short-term economic interests;
however, the history of German climate policy shows that short-term
economic interests have frequently won key political battles. This has
led to a diverse basket of measures that often prioritized expensive poli-
cies and reinforced path dependencies. Change is now occurring with
reforms such as the EU ETS, and in 2008 the environmental minister
argued that the scheme was not designed to lead to a loss of compa-
nies or jobs in Germany. Consumers are, nevertheless, likely to incur
increased costs as a result of such measures because cheaper measures
within industry have so far been ruled out of discussions. The BMU
has also tried to stress the financial, employment and market bene-
fits of German industries being leaders in technological development
(BMU 2006c); however, such messages are likely to be more convinc-
ing during periods of economic growth when industry and consumers
are more prepared to shoulder the additional costs of climate policy.
Political strategies are thus needed that break Germany away from its
more entrenched policy traditions, including a clearer willingness to
harness market forces to reach short-term emissions targets and the
provision of support for promising technologies in a way that avoids
creating path dependencies. This requires thinking beyond industry lob-
bies and towards advocacy coalitions, as has occurred in Scandinavian
countries, the real pioneers of climate policy.

References

Bailey, I. (2007), ‘Market environmentalism, new environmental policy instru-
ments, and climate policy in the United Kingdom and Germany’, Annals of the
Association of American Geographers 97, 530–50.

Bailey, I. and S. Rupp (2004), ‘Politics, industry and the regulation of industrial
greenhouse-gas emissions in the UK and Germany’, European Environment 14,
235–50.

Bailey, I. and S. Rupp (2005), ‘Geography and climate policy: a comparative
assessment of new environmental policy instruments in the UK and Germany’,
Geoforum 36, 387–401.

BDI (Bundesverband der Deutschen Industrie) (2005), ‘Entwurf – Wettbewerbs-
feld globaler Klimaschutz: deutsche Kernkompetenzen optimal nutzen’, Posi-
tionspapier, Stand 25.10.2005, Cologne: BDI.

10.1057/9780230594678 – Turning Down the Heat: The Politics 
of Climate Policy in Affluent Democracies, H. Compston; I. Bailey

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 m

at
er

ia
l f

ro
m

 p
al

gr
av

ec
on

ne
ct

.c
om

. N
o 

re
pr

od
uc

tio
n 

or
 d

is
tri

bu
tio

n,
 in

cl
ud

in
g 

vi
a 

w
eb

si
te

s,
 is

 p
er

m
itt

ed
 w

ith
ou

t t
he

 w
rit

te
n 

pe
rm

is
si

on
 o

f P
al

gr
av

e 
M

ac
m

ill
an

 –
 ri

gh
ts

@
pa

lg
ra

ve
.c

om

Mailto:rights@palgrave.com


Axel Michaelowa 161

BMU (Bundesministerium für Umwelt, Naturschutz und Reaktorsicherheit)
(2006a), Results of Energy Summit, http://www.bmu.de/files/erneuerbare
energien/downloads/application/pdf/energiegipfel ergebnisse.pdf [20 October
2007].

BMU (2006b), Demonstrable Progress Report: 2006 Report under the United Nations
Framework Convention on Climate Change, Berlin: BMU.

BMU (2006c), Poster on Economic Benefits of Climate Protection, http://www.bmu.
de/files/pdfs/allgemein/application/pdf/plakat klimaschutz01.pdf [20 October
2007].

BMU (2007a), Effects of German 2007 Climate Policy Programme, http://www.bmu.
de/klimaschutz/downloads/doc/40259.php/ [10 November 2007].

BMU (2007b), Integrated Energy and Climate Programme, http://www.bmu.de/files/
pdfs/allgemein/application/pdf/klimapaket aug2007 en.pdf [10 October 2007].

BMU (2007c), Legal Documents Regarding Allocation of EU Allowances for 2008–2012
in Germany, http://www.bmu.de/emissionshandel/downloads/doc/39620.php
[20 October 2007].

BMU (2007d), Erfahrungsbericht 2007 zum Erneuerbare Energien-Gesetz, Berlin:
BMU.

BMWi (Bundesministerium für Wirtschaft und Technologie) (2004), CO2-
Vermeidungskosten im Kraftwerksbereich, bei den erneuerbaren Energien sowie
bei nachfrageseitigen Energieeffizienzmaßnahmen, http://www.bmwi.de/BMWi/
Redaktion/PDF/Publikationen/Studien/co2-vermeidungskosten-im-kraftwerks-
bereich-bei-den-erneuerbaren-energien,property=pdf,bereich=bmwi,sprache=
de,rwb=true.pdf [30 October 2007].

BMWi (2007), National Action Plan on Energy Efficiency, http://www.bmwi.de/
BMWi/ Redaktion/PDF/E/nationaler-energieeffizienz-aktionsplan,property=pdf,
bereich=bmwi,sprache=de,rwb=true.pdf [30 October 2007].

BMWi, BMU and BMBF (2007), Joint Declaration on CCS, http://www.bmu.de/
klimaschutz/downloads/doc/39998.php [30 October 2007].
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9
Conflict and Consensus: The
Swedish Model of Climate Politics
Lars Friberg

Introduction

In 2006 and 2007 Swedish climate policy was ranked the best in the
world in an index developed by the non-governmental organization
(NGO) Germanwatch (Germanwatch 2006). Despite this, Sweden, like
all industrialized countries, is still in the early stages of developing a
low-carbon society. This chapter describes the development of Swedish
climate policy and its most significant policies, and provides indepen-
dent analysis of the major obstacles to, and opportunities for, more
ambitious emissions reductions. In general it will show that historical
decisions, combined with aspects of the Swedish political system that
facilitated the introduction of fiscal and regulatory policies, have led to
comparatively significant reductions in emissions growth that have not
been economically damaging. However, achieving rapid further reduc-
tions will require politicians to tackle politically sensitive issues related
to lifestyle changes and, potentially, the role of nuclear energy. There are
signs that this is happening, but the challenges ahead may test Sweden’s
coalition- and consensus-based welfare system.

Swedish greenhouse gas emissions

Swedish per capita energy consumption is relatively high compared
with other OECD countries but its per capita greenhouse gas emis-
sions are low (Regeringskansliet 2005). This high energy use is partly
due to the rapid expansion of electric space heating during the 1980s,
and the size of Sweden’s large energy-intensive industrial sectors, espe-
cially pulp and paper, iron ore extraction and engineering. Since the
oil crisis in the 1970s, however, Sweden has significantly de-coupled
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Figure 9.1 Key Swedish development statistics, 1960–2002
Note: PPP denotes Purchasing Power Parity, a measure of purchasing power that is not affected
by currency exchange rates.
Source: Climate Analysis Indicators Tool (WRI 2007).

economic growth from emissions growth through a shift from oil- and
coal-based space heating towards power generation based primarily on
hydroelectric and nuclear power, each of which provides 40–45 per cent
of Sweden’s electricity (Figures 9.1 and 9.2). This makes the Swedish
energy system one of the least carbon intensive of any OECD economy
(Regeringskansliet 2005), but also increases the likely abatement costs of
further greenhouse gas reductions.

Swedish greenhouse gas emissions also vary markedly from year to
year, depending mainly on the severity of winters and rain and snow
levels. When there is ample precipitation, hydroelectric power may
prove sufficient even in cold winters. Otherwise electricity imports from
higher CO2 sources are required. The rate of economic growth, both
generally and in key sectors, also has a significant impact on annual
emissions, the last few years having seen strong economic growth and
persistently high emissions.

Background to Swedish climate policy

When the Riksdag, the Swedish Parliament, first discussed climate
change in 1988 it was decided that the government should ascertain
the impact of energy consumption on atmospheric CO2 concentrations
and develop a programme aimed at ensuring that Swedish CO2 emis-
sions did not exceed 1988 levels (Regeringskansliet 2005). Following the
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166 The Swedish Model

Figure 9.2 Swedish sectoral greenhouse gas emissions 2005
Note: Total emissions in 2005 were 72MtCO2e. Emissions from aviation and maritime trans-
ports are shown but not included in Swedish reporting to the UNFCCC, as they are not
included in Kyoto Protocol reporting guidelines. Net emissions from land use, land use
change and forestry are not included because they were negative in 2005.
Source: Environmental Protection Agency (Naturvårdsverket 2006).

release of the first Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)
assessment report in 1990, which provided the scientific basis for the
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC),
the Swedish Parliament amended its 1988 climate policy objective to
include limitations on emissions of all greenhouse gases, not just CO2, in
all sectors. The 1991 objective involved developing an action-oriented
strategy for reducing climate impacts based on administrative and eco-
nomic instruments and a commitment that Sweden, together with other
Western European countries, should assume a proactive role in the
international arena leading up to the signing of the UNFCCC in 1992
(Regeringskansliet 2005).

When discussing Swedish politics the dominant role of the Social
Democrats must be noted. Sweden has had a Social Democratic gov-
ernment for 49 of the 63 years since Second World War. However many
of these were minority governments that required the support of other
parties, so consensus politics has been a major feature of the Swedish
system. Thus climate policy, as with many other long-term policies,
has been developed in cross-party parliamentary committees, and for
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this reason has at times been vulnerable to inter-party wrangling. Nev-
ertheless, between October 1994 and October 2006 three consecutive
Social Democratic governments shaped the majority of current policy.
According to Bert Bolin, the first IPCC Chair and a member of the 2000
parliamentary committee, three political factions have been evident
in Swedish climate policy (Stenman 2002). The Social Democrats, Left
Party, Centre Party and Environmental Green Party have all favoured
strong policy; the main conservative Moderate Party has argued against
anymeasures that they felt might harm Swedish industry; and the Chris-
tian Democrats and Liberals accept that something has to be done but
have also been concerned about economic impacts. These climate coali-
tions remained fairly consistent for many years but recently have started
to change.

Sweden’s progress on climate policy has also been substantially influ-
enced by its entry into the European Union (EU) in 1995. Being
a progressive country on environmental issues, Sweden advocated a
strong EU position in the Kyoto Protocol negotiations in 1997. However,
during discussions on the burden-sharing agreement (BSA) to apportion
among member states the EU’s joint Kyoto target to reduce emissions
to eight per cent below 1990 levels by 2008–2012, Sweden secured
a four per cent increase in its emissions above 1990 levels in recog-
nition of the low carbon intensity of its economy (Gipperth 2007).
Sweden is today one of few EU-15 countries on track to meet its Kyoto
obligation under the BSA (EEA 2006). In addition, when the US Bush
administration rejected the Kyoto Protocol in 2001, Sweden was holding
the rotating Presidency of the EU, and Swedish Environment Minister
Kjell Larsson and the EU Environment Commissioner Margot Wallström
(a former Swedish Minister) both played crucial roles in maintaining EU
backing for the Protocol despite the USA’s decision to repudiate it.

Core components of Swedish climate policy

The present Swedish climate strategy is largely based on the climate
policy decisions of 1993, 2001 and 2006 and the transport and energy
policy guidelines drawn up in 1997 (Riksdagen 1993; Regeringen 1997,
2006; Klimatkommittén 2000). The 1993 climate policy decision was
adopted as a national strategy for complying with the UNFCCC. Its
goal was to stabilize CO2 emissions from fossil-fuel combustion at
1990 levels by 2000 with reductions thereafter (Riksdagen 1993). The
conservative government stressed that Sweden should avoid economi-
cally burdensome policies if competing economies did not implement
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168 The Swedish Model

similar policies, and advocated cost-efficiency. Economic instruments
such as energy and carbon taxes have therefore played an important
part in Swedish climate policy from the outset as cost-effective means of
directing energy users away from fossil fuels.

In January 1999 an Environmental Code was introduced to bring
together 15 existing environmental laws that had accumulated since the
1970s with the aim of promoting a coherent sustainable development
strategy (Regeringskansliet 2005). The climate component of the code
was translated into short-term and long-term targets. The short-term tar-
get was to reduce Swedish emissions of the six Kyoto greenhouse gases
to at least four per cent below 1990 levels by 2008–2012, a substantially
more ambitious domestic target than the four per cent increase con-
tained in the EU BSA. Sweden’s long-term target is based on the principle
of emissions convergence across the world’s population. Applying this
principle, Swedish annual per capita greenhouse gas emissions should be
reduced from its 2003 average of 7.9 tonnes of CO2 equivalent (tCO2e) to
below 4.5 tCO2e (Regeringskansliet 2005). This compares to the average
per capita emissions in the USA of 19.9 tCO2e and 3.5 tCO2e in China,
excluding emissions from land use, land-use change and forestry (WRI
2007).

Numerous programmes, initiatives, laws and regulations have been
created to achieve these objectives and to promote the principles of sec-
toral integration and stakeholder involvement in the implementation of
climate policy. The idea once again is that sectoral integration, together
with fiscal steering mechanisms, will contribute to the cost-effective
achievement of desired emissions reductions (Regeringskansliet 2005).

Sweden’s most significant climate policies are focused in the areas of
taxation, regulation, fiscal incentives and information efforts.

Taxation: the success and failure of the carbon tax

Energy and carbon taxes have played a key role in Sweden for many
years, both as fiscal tax sources and as steering instruments. Other tax
measures in this area include increased energy tax on fossil transport
fuels; tax on methane emissions from landfills; and tax exemptions for
biofuels. Energy taxes on fossil fuels, especially petrol but also other
oil products, are comparatively high and, in theory at least, act as a
powerful complement to the carbon tax while also having a significant
revenue-raising function.

The energy tax system was reformed in 1991, based on the introduc-
tion of a new carbon tax and adjustments to energy taxes on fuels,
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the latter not being directly connected to the carbon content of fuels.
In order to avoid excessive double taxation, general energy taxes were
reduced by 50 per cent when the carbon tax was introduced. The sys-
tem and tax levels have changed several times since 1991, but common
features include lower or no taxes for heavy industry, farmers and elec-
tricity producers and higher tax levels for households and the service
and retail sectors (Johansson 2000). The full tax rate has risen from 250
Swedish crowns in 1991 to 910 crowns per tonne of CO2 (tCO2) in 2005,
the latter being roughly equivalent to ¤100 per tCO2 (Regeringskansliet
2005). The clearest effect of the carbon tax is a fuel switch in the district-
heating sector from oil to biomass (STEM 2006a; 2006b). In 1980 the
total energy supply into the district-heating system was 34.5 terraWatt
hour (TWh), of which 30.9TWh (90 per cent) came from oil. By 2005
the share of oil in the system had reduced to 3.1 TWh (six per cent)
while total energy supplied had risen to 54.8 TWh (STEM 2006a).

Regulation

Potentially the most important EU climate legislation is the European
Emissions Trading Scheme (EU ETS). However, as Chapter 4 highlights,
its potential is far from being fulfilled so far, with over-allocations of
permits during the pilot phase and continued disputes over 2008–2012
national caps. Most assessments, and the European Commission’s pro-
posals for Phase 3, indicate that significant cuts in national allocations
based on an EU-wide cap and expansion of the scheme to cover more
sectors, including aviation, are necessary for the scheme to deliver major
emissions cuts (Miljövårdsberedningen 2007). A significant early impact
of the EU ETS in Sweden is that trading sectors (energy generators and
selected major industrial sectors) became exempt from the Swedish CO2

tax from 2006 (Johansson et al. 2005). Industry argued successfully that
since their CO2 emissions were now regulated by the EU ETS, paying the
Swedish CO2 tax constituted unfair double regulation (STEM 2006b).

Another significant regulatory measure is the 2003 Electricity Certifi-
cate System, which aimed to foster 10TWh of new renewable electricity
generation annually by 2015. In 2007 this target was raised to 30TWh
by 2020. Under this scheme renewable energy producers earn trad-
able ‘green’ certificates from the state regulator for each megawatt hour
(MWh) they produce. The system does not have price controls or sub-
sidies for renewable energy; instead the price for certificates is set by
supply and demand in the market. Demand is created by obligatory
quotas of renewable electricity for generators and users (EMI 2005).
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170 The Swedish Model

The system was initially slow in creating additional renewable energy
capacity, due partly to the reluctance of large energy utilities, such
as Vattenfall, to invest. This behaviour is now starting to change. In
November 2007 Vattenfall announced plans to construct 550 new wind
turbines in the south of Sweden. If built, their 4 TWh output would
equal the total capacity of the existing land-based Danish wind-energy
sector. Unlike most existing turbines, these turbines are planned for
forested areas, with 100m tall towers and blades sweeping over the forest
canopy (Johansson 2007). In addition, and as a reaction to high electric-
ity prices, eight of Sweden’s most energy intensive companies founded
a joint wind power company aimed at providing themselves with cheap
electricity.

Demand-side management and increased energy efficiency is another
area in which Sweden has introduced new regulation. These include an
environmental code promoting the efficient use of resources and energy
recycling and reuse, and an energy-efficiency programme for manufac-
turing industries. Participating companies can avoid energy-use taxes on
their electricity consumption by committing themselves to introduce an
energy management system and measures to improve energy efficiency
(Regeringskansliet 2005). Similarly, improvements in energy efficiency
in the housing sector brought about by new building codes have roughly
halved average energy consumption per square metre of living space
since the 1970s. However these savings have been more than offset by
increased energy consumption and an increase in total build space of
almost 50 per cent over the same period (Regeringskansliet 2006). This
has also been the case in the retail sector, where Sweden has the highest
area of shopping centres per capita in the world (SR P1 2007).

In relation to non-CO2 greenhouse gases, Sweden is implementing
EU regulations phasing out a number of hydrofluorocarbons (Regula-
tion EC/166/2006) as well as introducing national regulations to reduce
methane emissions from agriculture (Regeringskansliet 2005). Producer
Responsibility was introduced for a range of products in 1994, mak-
ing producers and importers responsible for the collection, recycling,
reuse or responsible disposal of waste products. This was followed in
2000 by a landfill tax and bans on combustible and organic waste being
deposited in landfills. These have reduced the amount of household
waste going to landfill by 70 per cent compared with 1993 (Sundqvist
and Pollak 2007). Due to high household waste fees and the rapid
expansion of the district-heating systems, waste has become a lucrative
business in Sweden and waste management technologies have become
one of Sweden’s leading eco-technology exports.
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Fiscal incentives: the local level

Local fiscal incentives are one of the hallmarks of Swedish climate
policy. The most successful examples of this approach are the Local
Investment Programmes (LIP), which operated for municipalities from
1996 until their replacement in 2003 by the Climate Investment Pro-
grammes (Klimp). These programmes have granted a total of six bil-
lion Swedish crowns (¤660million) from the state and have leveraged
investments of almost 23billion Swedish crowns (¤2.5 billion) from
local authorities, administrative regions and companies. More than half
of Sweden’s municipalities have participated, creating 307 investment
programmes and 2569 projects in areas such as district-heating sys-
tems; anaerobic digestion of waste for biogas; support for transition to
biofuels; energy efficiency measures; and local information campaigns
about climate change. It is estimated that these have led to annual
emissions reductions of 1.8million tonnes of CO2 equivalent (MtCO2e)
(Naturvårdsverket 2007).

Fiscal incentives: the failure to tackle transport emissions

Transport accounts for roughly 40 per cent of Swedish CO2 emissions
and shows the largest increase in CO2 emissions since 1990 of any sec-
tor in the Swedish economy. The Swedish car market is significant in
two main ways: it is dominated by ‘national’ brands and has the high-
est fleet fuel consumption rates in Europe (TT 2007a). Volvo and Saab,
which were sold to Ford and GM respectively in the 1990s, make up
over 40 per cent of the most sold cars in 2006 (Ekman 2007). Under
the 1998 voluntary agreement between the European Commission and
the European Automobile Manufacturers Association (ACEA), car mak-
ers collectively undertook to reduce average CO2 emissions for the new
car fleet to no more than 140 g/km by 2008. As the deadline approached
it became apparent that the car industry, with a few exceptions, would
fail to achieve this commitment, and in 2007 the Commission proposed
binding limits on new passenger cars of a car fleet average of 120 g/km
by 2012. Volvo’s best selling model, the V70, currently emits 231 g/km
(Ekman 2007). Apart from minor measures such as the introduction of
tax breaks to make fuel-efficient or biofuel cars more affordable for com-
panies and consumers, consecutive Swedish governments have failed to
curb growing transport emissions due to the economic sensitivity of the
car sector.

A prominent example of the political nature of transport policy is the
introduction of congestion charges. Following the example of London,
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172 The Swedish Model

in 2005 Stockholm introduced congestion charging in the city centre
combined with increased investment in public transport. This process
produced political fallout for both major parties. In 2004 the Green
Party made the introduction of congestion charging a requirement for
their continued support of the Social Democratic minority government.
This forced the government to overrule the Social Democratic con-
trolled city council, which had promised voters before elections that
no such system would be introduced. The system was introduced on a
trial basis between August 2005 and July 2006, followed by a local ref-
erendum on its continuation. Evaluations of the trial concluded that
the scheme had reduced congestion and improved public transport use
and local air quality (Beser Hugosson et al. 2006). However the referen-
dum, which was timed to coincide with national elections in 2006, was
inconclusive: the city centre voted in favour of the scheme’s continua-
tion, whereas the surrounding (mostly conservative run) municipalities,
which staged their own protest referenda, voted against. On the national
level, the four-party coalition led by the conservative Moderate party
won the national election for the first time since 1991. However, with
climate change high on the political agenda, the new government
faced pressure to show that it took the issue seriously and, against
the wishes of local conservative politicians, decided to continue the
congestion charge. One effect of the scheme is that sales of ‘environ-
mental cars’ have boomed, as these models do not pay the congestion
fees. Sales are also helped by a 10,000 crowns (¤900) tax rebate on
‘environmental cars’ introduced by the government in spring 2006
(Hernadi 2007).

Information

Information campaigns to raise awareness of climate change have also
been an important part of Swedish climate policy. While informa-
tion alone is often insufficient to change behaviour, there remains a
long-term need to build support and prepare society for more radical
measures. One notable Swedish campaign is the Klimatkampen, a compe-
tition among high schools to design the most creative solution to reduce
local emissions (IVL 2007). The decision in 2006 of Aftonbladet, Sweden’s
largest tabloid newspaper, to launch Klimathotet (the climate threat), a
high-profile climate campaign with ample coverage, probably did more
to raise awareness on the climate issue than any government campaign,
especially among social groups that had not previously paid attention to
the problem. Throughout 2007 climate change received massive media
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Lars Friberg 173

coverage, with many news portals creating permanent climate dossiers
linked to their front page.

Extreme weather events have been another way in which climate
change has gained increased public attention. In January 2005, storm
Gudrun produced near-hurricane-force winds over south Sweden, felling
or damaging 75million cubic metres of forest, three times the total
national annual logging volume. Electricity and communication infras-
tructure sustained damage from fallen trees and directly from the winds,
and there were several fatalities. The Forest Agency regards the storm
Gudrun as the worst ever to hit Sweden (Swedish Forestry Agency 2006).

Responding to Gudrun, parliament decided in June 2005 to create a
climate and vulnerability inquiry committee to identify risks and for-
mulate plans to adapt to climate change impacts. The work focused on
infrastructure, estimating damage costs and adaptation strategies. The
most serious impact identified was the risk from flooding if Vänern or
other large lake systems breached their banks (Regeringskansliet 2007b).
Aftonbladet published flooding scenarios, driving home general messages
concerning the seriousness and immediacy of risks from climate-related
weather events.

Sweden’s international climate policy

In addition to formulating domestic policies and participating in the
formulation of European policies, Sweden is also engaged in several mul-
tilateral climate initiatives. Mitigating and adapting to climate change
is seen as an integral part of the overarching policy objective of poverty
eradication. A third of Sweden’s climate-related development assistance
consists of multilateral support via mechanisms such as the Global Envi-
ronment Facility (GEF 2005). Sweden also has some involvement with
the flexible mechanisms of the Kyoto Protocol, which allow one coun-
try to finance emissions reductions in another country and count these
as credits against its own emissions reduction target, through invest-
ments by the Energy Agency in four Joint Implementation projects
in East Europe and in six Clean Development Mechanism projects in
China, India and Brazil. Sweden has committed itself to generating
2.4MtCO2e of emissions credits this way (ECON 2007), but the use of
flexible mechanisms is so controversial in Sweden, especially among
environmental groups (Eklöf 2006), that the government has decided
not to use these credits towards Sweden’s Kyoto target. Instead, they
may be sold to other EU countries that are struggling to meet their Kyoto
obligations.

10.1057/9780230594678 – Turning Down the Heat: The Politics 
of Climate Policy in Affluent Democracies, H. Compston; I. Bailey

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 m

at
er

ia
l f

ro
m

 p
al

gr
av

ec
on

ne
ct

.c
om

. N
o 

re
pr

od
uc

tio
n 

or
 d

is
tri

bu
tio

n,
 in

cl
ud

in
g 

vi
a 

w
eb

si
te

s,
 is

 p
er

m
itt

ed
 w

ith
ou

t t
he

 w
rit

te
n 

pe
rm

is
si

on
 o

f P
al

gr
av

e 
M

ac
m

ill
an

 –
 ri

gh
ts

@
pa

lg
ra

ve
.c

om

Mailto:rights@palgrave.com


174 The Swedish Model

Analysis of the politics of Swedish climate policy

Despite what looks like a successful consensus-driven policy, the process
of elaborating Swedish climate policy has been fraught with political
tensions. Within government, the Ministry of Environment generally
argues for radical policy measures, while the Enterprise Ministry remains
reluctant to adopt measures that could threaten the competitiveness of
Swedish industry. In an effort to bridge this tension, the Social Demo-
cratic government reshuffled portfolios in 2004 to transfer housing and
energy issues from the Enterprise Ministry to the Ministry of Environ-
ment, creating the world’s second Ministry of Sustainable Development
(the Canadian province of Québec created the first). However the reform
remained superficial as the civil servants staffing the new ministry
stayed the same and even kept their offices within the Enterprise Min-
istry. It also had little time to take root as the reform was overturned
after the conservative alliance took office in 2006.

More generally, Sweden’s tendency to elect coalition governments
means that considerable bargaining is required to secure parliamen-
tary support for new climate measures. The effects of this are difficult
to assess precisely and can vary from government to government (for
example, stronger measures are more likely when the Green Party is part
of a coalition). Nevertheless, the need to obtain cross-party support can
prove problematic for governments seeking to introduce measures that
touch upon sensitive issues, like the car industry, or which are seen to
be detrimental to the competitiveness of Swedish industry.

Industry

Industry was initially slow to react when the Swedish carbon tax was
introduced in 1991, and it took several years to persuade the govern-
ment that it should receive preferential treatment (Johansson 2000).
The Energy Agency’s own evaluation of the carbon tax finds that the
differentiated tax system whereby industry and large energy users pay
substantially lower taxes is partly the result of industry lobbying (STEM
2006b). Service and retail companies and households were not suffi-
ciently organized as groups to counter the shift in the tax burden,
which left them paying higher tax rates. In addition, electricity tends
to be a relatively small budget item for these sectors, making it a less
pressing issue for them. The exemption of industry and utilities from
the carbon tax has nevertheless weakened this instrument, since these
sectors comprise the largest point sources of emissions in Sweden and
their long-term investment decisions will in large part shape Sweden’s
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Lars Friberg 175

future emissions pathway. Success in reducing emissions in these areas
thus depends heavily on the fortunes of the EU ETS and on political
developments at the European rather than the domestic level.

Up until the EU’s decision to adopt binding emissions targets for vehi-
cle manufacturers, the car industry also successfully avoided painful
policy measures. This can partly be explained by the focus of successive
governments on cost efficiency, which is a near prerequisite for policy
agreement given the frequency of minority Swedish governments. In
essence, governments have been able to avoid tackling this politically
sensitive sector as lower-cost reduction measures could usually be iden-
tified elsewhere. This lack of action can also be explained by a lack of
political will to confront a car industry that is influential, vocal and
an important source of employment. It is also telling that the Prime
Minister of ten years, Göran Persson, started working as a lobbyist for
the Swedish car industry within months of resigning in 2006.

As ever, however, the industry picture is a complex one, and a large
number of Swedish companies are engaging positively with climate
issues, including those in the car sector. Large corporations such as
IKEA, Electrolux and Ericsson have all taken voluntary steps to reduce
their climate impact, and large numbers of small- and medium-sized
companies are exploring ways to reduce their carbon footprint or cre-
ate market opportunities for other organizations. A significant and
growing sector of Swedish industry also profits directly from emis-
sions reduction: producers of biomass technology and different forms
of green process design and system control all see growing exports in
the expanding energy-efficiency and emission-management sectors. The
question nevertheless remains whether industry groups are prepared to
act and cooperate with government on a sufficient scale to achieve the
large-scale emissions reduction recommended by climate science.

Environmentalists, sceptics and media

Swedish environmental NGOs such as the Swedish Society for Nature
Conservation and the International Acid Rain Secretariat have criticized
the Environmental Ministry for not doing enough on climate change
and have argued for tougher targets for renewable energy, energy effi-
ciency and modal shift in the transport sector. They have also played a
significant role in informing citizens about how to reduce their climate
impacts. As in the USA, Sweden also has its small share of vocal climate
sceptic individuals and organizations, mainly from within neo-liberal
think tanks like Timbro and Captus (Pamlin 1998). The editorial of the
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176 The Swedish Model

conservative daily newspaper Svenska Dagbladet was also for many years
the main media articulator of climate sceptic views, although this never
caught on in the other main newspaper editorials (Östlund 2005). This
does not mean, however, that sceptics failed to influence political and
public debates, as the media would often seek a ‘balanced view’ by pit-
ting a sceptic against a mainstream scientist. However climate sceptics,
never very influential, now appear to be a spent force, and the general
impression is that the Swedish public is receptive to the ambitions of
climate policy. The discussion has now shifted to how, not if, Sweden
should rapidly reduce its emissions.

Nuclear: the continuing political headache

Although nuclear power became part of the Swedish energy-production
mix in the 1960s, it has always been a highly contentious issue and,
following an advisory referendum in 1980, the Parliament decided to
decommission the 12 Swedish reactors by 2010. So far the only two
reactors to be closed are those in Barsebäck in November 1999 and June
2005 in response to pressure from the Green Party and political frictions
caused by their proximity to the Danish capital, Copenhagen. While not
officially acknowledged, it is likely that the scheduled decommissioning
of its nuclear capacity was a further reason for Sweden’s relatively gener-
ous Kyoto target allocation under the EU BSA in 1998, since replacement
energy sources are likely to be fossil-fuel derived. Nevertheless, utilities
that own Sweden’s remaining reactors, such as the German-owned E.ON
Energie, have been loth to close them down because they are fully amor-
tized and unaffected by the EU ETS, and so provide significant sources
of revenue from generating almost half of Sweden’s electricity.

The main stakeholders are divided on the nuclear issue, which also
cuts through party allegiances. The main pro-nuclear groups are indus-
try, the Moderate Party, the Christian Democrats and the Liberal Party.
The Social Democrats oppose new nuclear reactors but a sizeable minor-
ity of its members, including some trade unions close to the party,
argue in favour of continuing nuclear energy, while the main opposition
groups are NGOs, the Greens and the Left Party. The Centre Party is per-
haps in the most difficult situation, as its opposition to nuclear energy
is unusual among Sweden’s conservative parties and has caused diffi-
culties in forming conservative coalitions. In order to make the current
coalition work it was agreed that the nuclear issue would be taboo for
the duration of its mandate, but this pact lasted little more than a year
before the Liberal Party called for four new reactors to be built to tackle
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Lars Friberg 177

climate change (Björklund 2008). It should also be acknowledged that
Sweden’s radioactive waste problem is a quantitative and not a qual-
itative problem. Continued use will generate more waste but, as that
problem already exists, decommissioning plants would not remove the
problem. There is also the question of what energy sources could replace
nuclear (Kärnavfallsrådet 2007).

Mobility: tampering with lifestyles

In addition to Swedes’ fondness for large, domestically produced cars,
foreign transport is another major contributor to emissions growth in
Sweden. According to a recent study, ten per cent of Swedish emis-
sions comes from tourism (Scott et al. 2007; TT 2007b), but curbing
these emissions will require greater lifestyle changes than have so far
been demanded and may lead to electoral repercussions for politicians
who impose them. Although partly inconclusive, the referenda on the
Stockholm congestion charge demonstrated that Swedish politicians
cannot expect unequivocal support for behaviourally orientedmeasures.
To avoid such constraints, carbon offset schemes are becoming increas-
ingly popular among Swedish consumers and companies, while central
government offices decided in November 2007 to start offsetting minis-
terial air travel with CDM carbon credits (Regeringskansliet 2007a).

Curbing Swedish road transport emissions may also be possible with-
out great lifestyle sacrifices if appropriate messages are communicated.
According to the Swedish Consumer Agency, if all car buyers bought the
most fuel-efficient car model in the same size class without compromis-
ing security standards, car transport emissions would decrease by some
20 per cent, and if they shifted down one size class, emissions could
decrease by 30 per cent (Konsumentverket 2007). Sweden is also a strong
advocate of biofuels and is lobbying within the EU for the removal of
EU import tariffs on ethanol as well as supporting research on second-
generation cellulosic biofuels. However modal shift of transport is an
area where Sweden has seen limited success: high-speed trains are com-
peting with domestic aviation but road haulage tends to dominate the
freight sector, due partly to the failure to create integrated networks for
rail freight across borders.

Future politics of climate policy in Sweden

The year 2006 was in many ways a tipping point for the climate change
issue in Sweden. The warmest autumn and winter in meteorological
records resulted in intense media coverage. While Swedes might not
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178 The Swedish Model

mind warmer summers, the lack of winter and ‘unnaturally’ high tem-
peratures on Christmas Eve brought home the message that something
urgent needs to be done about climate change.

In July 2006 the Swedish Parliament adopted a long-awaited climate
policy bill that reiterated the target of reducing emissions to at least
four per cent below 1990 levels by 2008–2012 and reconfirmed Sweden’s
commitment to the EU target of keeping global warming to within 2 ◦C
above pre-industrial levels. The bill also stated the aim that Sweden’s
emissions in 2020 should be 25 per cent below the 1990 baseline and
that progress towards this target should be checked at regular so-called
control stations (Regeringen 2006). Even when the four party Centre-
Right Alliance ousted the Social Democratic party that had held power
throughout the formative years of Swedish climate policy, the high pub-
lic and political profile of climate change persuaded the new Prime
Minister Fredrik Reinfeldt (Moderate Party), a politician not known for
his environmental credentials, to confirm his government’s commit-
ment to existing targets and policies. Reinfeldt co-authored an opinion
piece with his Environment Minister, Andreas Carlgren (Centre Party),
expressing their support for a continued ambitious Swedish climate
policy. In it they backed the 30 per cent greenhouse gas reduction tar-
get for 2020 proposed by the UK, Germany and France and re-stated
Sweden’s commitment to achieve a 25 per cent reduction in greenhouse
gas emissions by 2020 (Reinfeldt and Carlgren 2006).

Exactly what policy mix Sweden (and the EU) will deploy to reach
the 2020 targets remains uncertain but numerous organizations have
begun to suggest strategies. The recommendation of the Scientific Coun-
cil on Climate Issues is to continue to focus on domestic action,
strengthen coordinated policies like the EU ETS and curb emissions
from sectors such as transport and aviation. It also identified a poten-
tial need to use the Kyoto flexibility mechanisms to meet commitments
(Miljövårdsberedningen 2007). Another strategy, advocated strongly
by NGOs and the Greens, is continued shifting of the tax burden
via reducing taxes on labour and increasing taxes on energy and
natural resources, to make fiscal measures more palatable to indus-
try and the public. A stronger role for green public procurement is
another area of opportunity. Partly because of Sweden’s strong wel-
fare state tradition, the state is the single largest buyer of goods and
services, so mandating a form of carbon rating for these purchases
would support new technologies, reduce the public sector’s carbon
footprint and demonstrate the government’s willingness to lead by
example.
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While nuclear energy is still controversial, attitudes towards it are
slowly changing. Industry continues to lobby intensively in favour, and
environmentalists are facing hard trade-offs as energy security and cli-
mate change dilemmas sink in. However, without a shift on the part of
the Social Democrats to create a broad coalition in support of nuclear
energy, it is unlikely that any new reactors will be built anytime soon.
Upgrades of existing reactors to prolong their lifespan may be more fea-
sible, but even if political barriers were removed it is doubtful whether
private utilities would invest in new reactors given the huge upfront
costs and the risk of public opposition.

In terms of political strategies to maintain the current tide of pub-
lic support for more ambitious climate policies, politicians have the
opportunity (via measures such as further reforms to the tax system)
to take advantage of the Scandinavian welfare state ethos, whereby
the public is generally accepting of state measures to tackle pressing
issues like climate change provided that these are perceived as fair and
responsibilities are distributed equitably across society. This is already
evident in the fact that it has become politically untenable to criticize
strong climate policy. The Moderate and Liberal parties are both devel-
oping political programmes on climate change, while the conservative
Christian Democrats and Moderates, longstanding opponents of high
fuel taxes and supporters of tax cuts in their 2006 election manifestos,
have now abandoned this position and, despite high oil prices, now sup-
port higher petrol taxes (Wallberg 2007). How long this political zeal for
progressive climate policies will survive remains to be seen but Swedish
politics may have passed a threshold beyond which future discussion
will be on how, not if, Sweden should curb greenhouse gas emissions.

The situation is probably somewhat different for industry. Although
many industry groups now acknowledge the problem, they continue
to oppose policies that they fear will impose competitive disadvan-
tages. Some talk of relocation is undoubtedly scaremongering to sway
the political process. Nevertheless, politicians will need to counteract
this through a combination of appeals to public concerns about climate
change (assuming that these do not waver if higher taxes are introduced)
and the introduction of strong and coordinated EU policies to under-
mine competitiveness arguments. For a company to leave the world’s
largest single market is a much bigger step than leaving a country of
nine million.

In the second half of 2009 Sweden will hold the EU presidency during
a crucial juncture in international climate negotiations, as the inter-
national community prepares to finalize critical post-2012 UNFCCC
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180 The Swedish Model

negotiations on a successor to the Kyoto Protocol. Sweden is already
involved in these preparatory efforts via a series of informal ministe-
rial dialogues. After the first two meetings (Greenland 2005 and South
Africa 2006) Sweden hosted the ‘midnight sun dialogues’ in the sum-
mer of 2007 in Lappland, where some of the more extreme effects of
climate change are being felt. Such events have given Sweden oppor-
tunities to expand its political influence and utilize its tradition of
trust-based politics as a means of overcoming some of the difficulties
facing international climate policy.

Conclusion

Thanks to a combination of favourable circumstances and foresighted
policies, the Swedish example has shown that it is possible to reduce
greenhouse gas emissions while maintaining strong economic growth.
Sweden is one of few industrialized countries on track to meet its Kyoto
target and, according to recent projections, will also achieve its uni-
lateral target of reducing emissions to four per cent below 1990 levels
by 2010 (STEM 2007). Estimates of the aggregate effect of Swedish
climate policies indicate that emissions in 2010 would have been
20 per cent higher if existing measures had not been implemented
(Regeringskansliet 2005).

However, the reductions achieved so far have not demanded signif-
icant economic or lifestyle sacrifices. The likelihood is that achieving
deeper emissions cuts will necessitate major changes in the way Swedes
travel, consume and produce energy. Whether the Swedish political
‘coalition and consensus’ model can be sustained on climate change
remains to be seen, especially if more painful measures are required.
Nevertheless, Sweden has gained a head start on many other countries.
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ska Dagstidningar Förmedlar Genom Sina Ledarartiklar När Det Gäller Kli-
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Pamlin, D. (1998), ‘Lobbying i en globaliserad värld’, in Ahlsson, G.,
J. H. Bergström, A. Sundström and D. Pamlin (eds), Lobbying, Stockholm:
Statens Offentliga Utredningar, p. 146.

Regeringen (1997), Energipolitiska Riktlinjer, Prop. 1996/97:84, Riksdagen.
Regeringen (2006), Nationell Klimatpolitik i Global Samverkan, Prop. 2005/06:172,

Riksdagen.

10.1057/9780230594678 – Turning Down the Heat: The Politics 
of Climate Policy in Affluent Democracies, H. Compston; I. Bailey

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 m

at
er

ia
l f

ro
m

 p
al

gr
av

ec
on

ne
ct

.c
om

. N
o 

re
pr

od
uc

tio
n 

or
 d

is
tri

bu
tio

n,
 in

cl
ud

in
g 

vi
a 

w
eb

si
te

s,
 is

 p
er

m
itt

ed
 w

ith
ou

t t
he

 w
rit

te
n 

pe
rm

is
si

on
 o

f P
al

gr
av

e 
M

ac
m

ill
an

 –
 ri

gh
ts

@
pa

lg
ra

ve
.c

om

Mailto:rights@palgrave.com


182 The Swedish Model

Regeringskansliet (2005), Sveriges Rapport om Påvisbara Framsteg, Ds 2005:57,
Fritzes förlag.
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Prometheanism and the Greek
Energy Zugzwang
Iosif Botetzagias

Introduction

Greece is bound by the climate policies and targets of the European
Union (EU) but succeeded, after tough negotiations, in securing a 25
per cent increase in its greenhouse gas emissions from 1990 levels
by 2008–2012 as part of the EU’s burden-sharing agreement, rather
than a decrease in emissions. In terms of domestic policies to reach
this target, the main strategy employed by Greek governments has
been to move away from reliance on domestically available and cheap
lignite towards natural gas and renewable energies for power genera-
tion. Other measures such as nuclear energy and energy taxes were
never seriously considered due to widespread public opposition, and
generally Greek governments have shied away from more aggressive
approaches.

However, the expansion of natural gas and renewable energy genera-
tion has been seriously delayed by grass-roots opposition to renewable
energy projects, while the phase out of lignite and the privatization
of the Public Power Corporation (PPC), Greece’s dominant energy pro-
ducer, have met with strong resistance from trade unions amidst news
reports of substantially increased electricity prices. It is now widely
accepted that Greece will miss its 2008–2012 emissions target and face
even more serious obstacles in the post-Kyoto period.

Following this introduction, the next two sections detail the main
developments in Greek climate policy over the last 15 years and other
policy options available. This is followed by a review of the shortcom-
ings of current strategies. The conclusion then highlights the rather
Promethean character of Greek climate-change discourse and suggests
options for further emissions reductions.
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Greek climate policy 1990–2006

Over the past 15 years, Greece has introduced numerous policies to
reduce its greenhouse gas emissions. These are contained in Greece’s
four National Communications to the UN Framework Convention
on Climate Change (UNFCCC) (hereafter: FNC (1995), First National
Communication; SNC (1997), Second National Communication; TNC
(2003), Third National Communication; and FONC (2006), Fourth
National Communication), and two national Action Plans for Climate
Change (1995 and 2002). The main idea running through these doc-
uments is the modernization and rationalization of the Greek energy
system (Table 10.1). The FNC (1995) advocated supply-side adjustments
promoting natural gas, renewable energy sources and cogeneration sys-
tems, increased efficiency in conventional power generation and the use
of cleaner technologies. On the demand side, similarly modest propos-
als were advanced: more rational energy use and energy conservation
in all sectors. The implementation of these measures was to be sup-
ported ‘either by administrative policies which focus on . . . regulations,
or by economic policies which strive to modify the behaviour of the
“players” involved, and the criteria according to which their energy-
related decisions are adopted’ (FNC 1995: 12). Similar rationalization
calls were made in the SNC (1997) and, even for the period after 2000,
the SNC highlighted energy efficiency, energy conservation, natural gas
and renewable energies as its main objectives.

Greece ratified the Kyoto Protocol in 2002 (Law 3017/2002) and,
in the same year, adopted its Second Action Programme for Climate
Change (SAPCC 2002), with the goal of limiting greenhouse gas emis-
sions increases to 25 per cent above 1990 levels by 2008–2012. These
recommendations were then reproduced, and similarly modest poli-
cies to those in the SNC proposed, in the TNC (TNC 2003). The years
between the TNC and the FONC (2003–2006) saw a change in gov-
ernment in March 2004, while the early 2000s were also marked by
the adoption of the EU emissions trading directive (see Chapter 4,
also Damro and Méndez 2003; Cass 2005). Greece, almost a year late
and after the opening of European Commission infringement proce-
dures (Buchner et al. 2007), was the last member state to submit – after
virtually no public consultation – its National Allocation Plan (NAP).
The plan allocated 71.1million tonnes of CO2 equivalent (MtCO2e) of
allowances free of charge per year to 141 businesses for 2005–2007. The
PPC gained 74 per cent of these allowances but still needed to spend
¤12.6 million and ¤10.1 million in 2005 and 2006, respectively, to
acquire additional permits (PPC 2007).
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Greece’s second NAP covering 2008–2012 was submitted for a ten-
day public consultation in June 2006. Though the draft plan envisaged
an allocation of 344.5 MtCO2e per year, the plan actually submitted in
September 2006 proposed a figure of 346.7 MtCO2e per year. The Com-
mission conditionally approved the Greek plan in November 2006, but
requested an annual reduction of 6.4 MtCO2e. In spring 2006, the FONC
to the UNFCCCwas submitted (FONC 2006). This included no newmea-
sures beyond those specified in the SAPCC, except for references to the
Kyoto flexibility mechanisms and the financing mechanisms contained
in the Third Community Support Framework. The Communication also
noted that the Greek government ‘has not committed any resources that
could be used for the acquisition of emissions credits’ (FONC 2006: 96),
though several studies on the economic effects of using Joint Imple-
mentation and the Clean Development Mechanism to achieve Greece’s
Kyoto target have been financed by the Ministry for the Environment.

In summary, both Greek action plans and all National Communica-
tions have had a strong focus on supply-side measures and electricity
production which are in effect monopolized by PPC. To an extent, this is
unsurprising given PPC’s heavy reliance on lignite-based energy produc-
tion (Table 10.2). To an extent, this plan worked well. In 1999, natural
gas accounted for just 0.4 per cent of Greek electricity production,
but by 2006 it exceeded 20 per cent (DESMIE (Hellenic Transmission
System Operator) 2006). In terms of the impact of these plans, how-
ever, latest data indicate that Greek emissions rose by 23.4 per cent
above 1990 levels by 2003 (FONC 2006). Yet, this overall increase masks
diverging trends, ranging from a reduction in nitrous oxide emissions to
an increase of over 250 per cent in ‘F-gases’ caused by rising demand for

Table 10.2 Lignite energy/electricity contribution: energy greenhouse gas
emissions

1990 1995 2000 2005 (projection)

Indigenous Energy Production 8.77 8.99 9.99 10.76
(million tonnes oil equivalent,
Mtoe) of which, % lignite 81.2 83.5 82.3 81.3

Indigenous Electricity Output 2.99 3.54 4.59 5.66
(Mtoe) of which, % lignite 72.4 69.6 64.2 51.4

Energy-related GHG emissions
[all fuels] (Mt CO2e)

74.7 73.9 76.8 78.2 (2003 data)

Sources: IEA (1998:107–9); IEA (2002:113–15); FONC (2006:58, Table 2.4).
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residential and vehicle air-conditioning (FONC 2006). These highly dif-
ferentiated trends are due to the Greek national plans’ emphasis on CO2,
which accounts for almost 80 per cent of Greek greenhouse gas releases,
and the lack of a clear strategy for other greenhouse gases (International
Energy Agency (IEA) 2006) apart from the transposition of EU directives
and regulations concerning landfilling and ozone-depleting substances
(FONC 2006).

The plans also envisaged that the transition to natural gas and renew-
able energies would be supported mainly by regulatory and economic
instruments focused on direct investments and subsidies. Financing
was made available through a number of operational programmes
co-financed by the EU, and several laws promoting renewable electricity
sources. Most importantly, Law 3468/2006 provided for the compul-
sory acquisition by DESMIE of all electricity produced from renewable
sources, at prices well above those charged by PPC to electricity users,
for a minimum ten-year period. The difference is currently covered by a
feed-in tariff on electricity bills, now standing at ¤0.4 per MWh.

Any other measures? Energy taxes and nuclear energy

Energy taxes

The IEA report on the SNC, published in 1998, stressed the importance
of properly applying the ‘polluter pays’ principle or ‘internalising exter-
nal costs’ (IEA 1998: 112). However, no mention of either principle was
made in the FNC (1995) or SNC (1997). The First Action Plan for Cli-
mate Change (FAPCC 1995) nevertheless entertained the introduction
of a coal tax to lower the costs of introducing natural gas to the PPC. A
CO2 tax was also discussed to secure more financial resources to imple-
ment the plan, yet various tax levels were found to have a smaller impact
on CO2 reduction than ‘technological measures both on the demand
and supply sides, even when the financing of the necessary interven-
tions is to be assumed by the State’ (FAPCC 1995: 33–4). In the early
1990s, the EU also debated proposals for a common carbon/energy tax,
starting at $3 per barrel of oil, rising to $10 by 2000. Both proposals
were blocked by a coalition of the UK and cohesion countries (Spain,
Portugal, Ireland and Greece) for reasons of national sovereignty and
the economic impacts of the tax (see Chapter 4, also Ringius 1999a;
Padilla and Roca 2004).

Similar ideas were contained in the SAPCC (2002); however, Rapanos
and Polemis (2005) concluded that taxes alone would fail to curb
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Greece’s CO2 emissions to their target level by 2010, and that taxes
needed to be complemented by further regulations and increases in
renewable energy, although a CO2 tax may be a necessary extra measure.
Thus, the FONC (2006: 123) notes that ‘The results of the “with mea-
sures” scenario clearly show that, despite the substantial changes that
have already been realized or have been adopted in this sector, energy
associated GHG [greenhouse gas] emissions continue to increase.’ In the
ensuing sensitivity analysis of energy sector emissions (FONC 2006), a
$41.8 per tonne CO2 tax was the only measure found to curb energy
sector emissions significantly.

Energy/carbon taxes have, thus, been a recurring theme in the
rhetoric of Greek Action Plans and Communications, but have failed
to be implemented because of their potential repercussions for the
existing Greek energy framework and, in particular (i) Greece’s heavy
dependence on lignite for energy production; (ii) the state policy of
cheap electricity provision; and (iii) the Aegean islands’ dependence
on oil-based energy production. At the time of the IEA report, lignite
accounted for roughly 80 per cent of Greek domestic energy production
and 70 per cent of electricity supply (IEA 1998). Consequently, Greek
CO2 emissions per unit of primary energy supply were the highest of
any OECD country in 1996. Nevertheless, the abundance of state-owned
and PPC-utilized lignite meant that Greek industry and household elec-
tricity prices were below the European IEA member countries’ weighted
average and had, in fact, fallen in real terms since 1987. Household
prices reduced by 30 per cent between 1987 and 1996, also encouraged
by macro-economic policies designed to control inflation (IEA 1998).
Between 1990–2003, residential electricity consumption increased by
81 per cent (IEA 2006), yet prices continued to fall to reach the low-
est for household consumption in Purchasing Power Standards in the
EU-27 by 2007 (Eurostat 2007). Obviously, the inclusion of environmen-
tal externalities into lignite-related energy production would result in
substantial increases in end-user electricity bills.

A different yet equally distorted situation has arisen in the Greek
islands, most of which are not connected to the mainland electricity grid
and rely on fuel-oil and diesel generation. In 2000, this accounted for
around eight per cent of national electricity consumption (IEA 2002).
Despite the higher costs of energy generation on the islands, due to
reasons of social and economic cohesion, a uniform tariff system has
been created (IEA 2002) and, again, forcing islanders (who comprise
ten per cent of the Greek population) to pay the full environmental
costs of their energy would lead to major price increases.
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Iosif Botetzagias 189

Public opinion data on fiscal measures to curb emissions reveal a
more complex picture. Early opinion polls indicated that Greeks viewed
increased energy taxes coupled with an equal decrease in other taxes
positively, although this figure fell from 65.4 per cent in 1993 to
49.9 per cent in 1996. The corresponding EU averages were 55 per cent
and 46.1 per cent, respectively (Eurobarometer 1997). Yet this has had
more to do with other pollution problems. In 1996, only nine per cent
of Greeks thought that the most important energy challenge over the
next decade was to reduce the greenhouse effect (the second lowest
score in the EU, average 17.5 per cent), compared with cutting pollu-
tion (52.4 per cent) and price stability (25.9 per cent) (Eurobarometer
1997). Opinion polls in 2006 also showed only 35 per cent support for
paying more for energy from renewable sources compared with other
sources, down from 42 per cent in 2002 (EU average: 34 per cent and
37 per cent, respectively) (Eurobarometer 2002; 2006).

Nuclear energy

Nuclear energy has never been seriously considered in Greece. Greece is
a non-nuclear country and a proposal in the mid-1970s to site a nuclear
reactor close to Athens met with huge demonstrations (Botetzagias
2001). The issue has never resurfaced and the first Greek Action Plan
on Climate Change (FAPCC) (1995: 11) mentions ‘Greece’s negative
position on the issue of nuclear energy’ in relation to CO2 abate-
ment strategies. In terms of public opinion, the percentage of Greeks
who thought nuclear energy posed a low pollution risk dropped from
22 per cent in 1986 to five per cent in 1991 (the lowest score within
the EC) (Eurobarometer 1991). Similarly, support for nuclear power sta-
tions fell to 6.1 per cent, the lowest in the EU (down from 15 per cent in
1989), while those feeling that it posed an unacceptable risk increased
to 68 per cent (the highest in the EU) (Eurobarometer 1997).

Accounting for the Greek politics of climate change

Fisher (2003) argues that, alongside national concerns and key actors,
Greece’s position on climate politics has been particularly strongly
shaped by the country’s membership of the EU. Greece, as with other
southern EUmembers, is generally considered to be one of the EU’s envi-
ronmental ‘laggard’ states (Börzel 2003), with frequent ‘foot-dragging’
to contain attempts by other member states ‘to upload their domestic
policies to the European level’ (Börzel 2005: 170). This has been based
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190 Prometheanism and the Greek Energy Zugzwang

on fears that stricter environmental regulations would place a dispro-
portionate burden on Greece’s developing industrial sector and employ-
ment. The cohesion countries have, thus, frequently sought to link
acceptance of higher environmental standards to economic subsidies,
exemptions and/or reductions in their national targets (Börzel 2005).

From the outset of EU climate policy in the early 1990s, Greece and
the other cohesion countries pressed for lighter measures than their
wealthier northern European counterparts (Ringius 1999b). This con-
cept of common but differentiated responsibilities was given expression
in the 1998 EU burden-sharing agreement, where Greece secured its
25 per cent increase in greenhouse gas emissions in recognition of its
economic needs, rapidly rising emissions (35 per cent between 1985
and 1995) and the cost of stronger measures (European Environmental
Agency 1996). This fuelled fears by other member states that the 2004
accession states would ally themselves with existing laggard states to
block more ambitious climate policies (Skjärseth and Wettestad 2007).
The same researchers and interviews conducted for this chapter nev-
ertheless provide little evidence that these countries were forming a
consistent veto bloc on climate policy (Costa 2006).

In general, the Greek style of environmental policy has been charac-
terized as reactive to events and European policies (Weale et al. 2000;
Liefferink and Jordan 2002), while domestic environmental politics is
still a relatively closed, state-led process (Pridham and Kostadakopulos
1997; Botetzagias 2001). This mode of governance is sometimes called
‘discretionary governance’ (Hagendijk and Irwin 2006), where policy-
making takes place with virtually no interaction with the general public
or other major groups outside those institutions directly responsible
for policy (essentially government departments and relevant industrial
and scientific bodies). In this context, government is portrayed as serv-
ing universal goals of progress, welfare and growth. Previous research
has identified this pattern in numerous science–environment debates
in Greece, most notably in the case of biotechnologies (Marouda-
Chatjoulis et al. 1998; Botetzagias et al. 2004; Reynolds et al. 2007).

Reflecting these trends, a small policy community consisting of rele-
vant Ministries and energy producer groups (notably PPC) has tended
to dominate Greek climate policy formulation. The First Greek Action
Programme was elaborated under the responsibility of the Ministry for
the Environment in collaboration with the Ministry for Development,
while other competent Ministries, public sector bodies and private sec-
tor experts participated in developing the plan (SNC 1997). The SNC
was prepared by nine ministries and two public bodies (PPC and the
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Iosif Botetzagias 191

Public Natural Gas Corporation) (SNC 1997), while co-ordination of the
implementation of the EU emissions trading directive was given to a
seven-person inter-ministerial committee (FONC 2006). The Office of
Emissions Trading (within the Ministry for the Environment) was then
created to monitor the implementation of the directive. Lastly, Greece’s
2006 NAP was prepared in consultation with key sectoral bodies, and the
Ministry for the Environment organized just one workshop for affected
enterprises to allow an exchange of views on the NAP. Beyond these
selective consultation processes, the exclusion of other societal groups
was reinforced by the framing of climate policy as a techno-scientific
issue rather than allowing open debate on measures to curb electricity
demand.

On the other hand, little evidence exists of public willingness to
support more ambitious emissions cuts. Environmental problems have
always been a low politics issue in Greece compared with the econ-
omy and security. Public interest in environmental protection actually
declined during the 1990s, while for the second half of the decade only
one per cent of Greeks considered the ‘Environment and the Quality
of Life’ to be important problems for Greece (Botetzagias 2001). Euro-
barometer opinion polls did show that, between the mid-1980s and
1990s, Greeks were among the EU’s most worried citizens about the
greenhouse effect (81 per cent in 1996, EC average 69.9 per cent) (Euro-
barometer 1997), yet, similar to other countries, this concern failed to
materialize into concrete actions. In the same survey Greece recorded
one of the highest percentages of individuals who had not taken a
single personal action to save energy (33 per cent in 1996, EC aver-
age 24.9 per cent) (Eurobarometer 1997), while more recent research
confirmed that Greeks were the least likely Europeans to have under-
taken, or have the intention to undertake, energy-saving measures
(Eurobarometer 2006). Coupled with energy considerations related to
consumer purchases, Greeks also gained one of the lowest energy-saving
index scores in the EU.

In response, political parties have tended to place little emphasis on
environmental protection and climate change with the exception of the
2007 election, following catastrophic forest fires the preceding sum-
mer. Nevertheless, the ruling Conservatives’ manifesto did not even
mention climate change or renewable energy sources. Although the
major opposition Socialist party’s manifesto mentioned climate change
as a significant challenge, it proposed mainly mainstream measures, for
example saving energy, renewable energy and enforcing the polluter
pays principle. Furthermore, responding to a Greenpeace questionnaire
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192 Prometheanism and the Greek Energy Zugzwang

just before the 2007 election, the major Socialist and Communist oppo-
sition parties rejected (albeit for different reasons) the suggestion of a
national target to reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 60–80 per cent
below 1990 levels by 2050. The Conservatives, which won the elections,
did not answer the questionnaire.

Interviews with NGO officials conducted for this research also con-
firmed the lack of discernible change in government on climate policy.
Instead, most argued that climate change was considered to be too
remote to influence any party’s election strategy and that, instead,
governments appeared to follow EU guidelines without showing any
inclination to seize the political initiative. Another NGO interviewee
contended that the state was applying ‘an old kind of politics to a new
kind of problem’. A representative from a major research institution
commented further on the political costs of more aggressive action: ‘Any
government wishing to face this issue needs to be self-aware . . . that it
will serve for a single term’, while the stance of opposition party pledges
on climate change were characterized by some interviewees as ‘insin-
cere’, ‘incidental’, ‘wishful thinking’ and inversely proportional to the
party’s chances of forming a government.

Any other roads ahead?

The Greek energy zugzwang: prometheanism, energy
demand and renewables

The domination of Greek greenhouse gas emissions by PPC-run lig-
nite power generation plants combined with rising household energy
demand and falling electricity prices means that any aggressive mea-
sures to curb emissions are likely to have significant implications for
voters. Not surprisingly, therefore, successive governments have opted
to prioritize supply-side energy ‘rationalization’ (natural gas and renew-
ables) rather than tackling demand-side measures that may impose costs
on final consumers or undermine PPC’s interests (51 per cent of which
still belongs to the state despite a series of privatizations). For example,
in a Parliamentary debate on lignite’s exemption from fuel taxes in late
2006, even the Socialist opposition party welcomed the government’s
retreat from a proposed lignite tax of ¤0.3per KWh, noting that the
duty (which was estimated to raise ¤110million per year) would ‘cause
PPC’s share to crash’ and ‘roll the extra cost over to the shoulders of the
poor and miserable Greek people’ (Hellenic Parliament 2006).
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Iosif Botetzagias 193

The Greek government could, thus, be said to be in a state of zugzwang
in respect of promoting more ambitious climate policies. Zugzwang is
a German chess term meaning ‘compulsion to move’ used to describe
situations where any move by a player will result in the loss of a
piece or a weakening of position. The first pin of the Greek climate
policy zugzwang is the country’s spiralling energy demand. The IEA
(2002) projects that energy demand in Greece will rise by 4.5 per cent
annually over the decade ending 2010, while the First Report for the
Long-term Energy Planning for Greece: 2008–2020 (Ministry for Develop-
ment 2007) forecasts an increase in mainland electricity demand of
between 38.8 and 55.7 per cent by 2020, depending on weather sce-
narios. The report also projects that solid fuel (mainly domestic lignite
supplemented by imported bituminous coal) will contribute between
35 and 45 per cent of total electricity production under all main
scenarios.

The second pin of the zugzwang is the near inevitability of political
damage for any party that seeks to alter these dynamics. Hence, the most
frequent strategy has been to substitute concrete action with rhetoric.
For instance, when the Ministry for the Environment issued PPC with
a ¤1million fine for exceeding limits and failing to monitor sulphur
dioxide and nitrous oxide emissions at some of its units – an action
which made the front pages of all the Greek newspapers – Environment
Minister Souflias made a largely spurious link between these fines for
breaches of other atmospheric pollution regulations and climate change
(Ministry for Environment 2007a). Shortly afterwards, the Regulatory
Authority for Energy (RAE) sanctioned the construction of Greece’s first
two private bituminous coal plants.

To a large extent this has been a self-imposed zugzwang originating
from a strong ‘pro-supply’ and econocentric bias in Greek energy man-
agement as well as a number of administrative constraints. For instance,
local authority taxes, a real estate tax, and television-licensing fees are
all collected through PPC electricity bills. Thus, a wholesale shift toward
independent energy production would require the creation of a new
tax-collection mechanism. The ‘pro-supply’ logic is also apparent in
discourses surrounding renewable energies which, across environmen-
tal NGO, government and PPC publicity (Greenpeace Greece 2007a),
stress the need to expand renewable energy provision without con-
straining energy demand. For instance, the Hellenic Wind Energy Asso-
ciation’s (ELETAEN 2007) web-page features the motto ‘Wind Energy;
Clean, Inexhaustible, Renewable; Energy Forever’. The Greek Associa-
tion of RES Electricity Producers’ (HELLASRES 2007) website notes that
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194 Prometheanism and the Greek Energy Zugzwang

renewables ‘are practically inexhaustible energy sources and lessen the
dependence on exhaustible, conventional energy sources’. This fram-
ing of renewable energy discourse may appear fairly generic but, in
Greece, may feed assumptions that renewable energy can cope with any
amount of demand. From a political perspective, such a Promethean dis-
course (Dryzek 1997) has the convenience of bypassing issues of energy
demand by focusing on technological supply-side fixes.

However, this modernizing approach has not gone unchallenged.
Most investors were interested in large-scale wind parks, mainly on
the Aegean islands, with distribution of surplus electricity to the main-
land. Such projects have often been opposed by local inhabitants and
environmental NGOs. Nationwide environmental NGOs are more sup-
portive of these plans, albeit to different degrees, while scientists and
environmentalists have attacked what they perceive as local NIMBY
campaigns, technophobia (for instance, claims that electromagnetic
radiation from wind turbines causes cancer) and free-riding at the
expense of mainland communities affected by lignite-fired power plants.
This has led to calls for improved public education on renewable
energies (interview with renewable energy expert, 2 October 2007).
Nevertheless, cases also exist of communities opposing wind farms for
broader reasons, including nature and landscape protection; alterna-
tive land uses and local development; the scale of projects vis-à-vis
local needs; and equity in the distribution of the benefits and costs
of renewable energy facilities. Others have denounced what they
see as capital speculation for generously subsidized renewable energy
projects.

Government subsidies for renewable energy developments have also
not gone unchallenged. In August 2007, the influential Technical Cham-
ber of Greece (TEE), representing the technical and mechanical Guilds of
Greece, demanded the cessation and immediate re-design of the existing
Plan for the Development of Photovoltaic Systems (TEE 2007), arguing
that it posed unreasonable financial burdens on the state and end users,
contained excessive goals, and had not resolved a number of planning,
technical, institutional and siting issues. TEE recommended that less
emphasis should be placed on large schemes compared with support-
ing ‘clearly domestic production . . .by self-producers . . .primarily [those
residing on] the islands’.

The Minister of the Environment responded forcefully to these crit-
icisms during a presentation on the Special Zoning Plan for renewable
energy:
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Iosif Botetzagias 195

It is a pressing need to reduce the energy produced by solid fuels and to
increase as much as possible the production of green energy. For this rea-
son, any obstacles . . . resulting from local level planning will not be
allowed and will be dealt with at the central level. Each one of us has
to realise that it is not possible to demand more and more energy
produced by burning solid fuels in other areas . . . to seek a cleaner
environment . . . and, at the same time, to react to any attempt to
produce environment-friendly energy.

(Ministry for Environment 2007b: 10) (original emphasis)

This strong-arm rhetoric is likely to lead to legal disputes between
protestors and the Ministry that may further delay and undermine the
Greek renewable energy strategy and progress towards its emissions
targets.

Greek energy restructuring

Given the numerous constraints on direct government intervention in
renewable energy planning to achieve deeper emissions cuts in Greece, a
more subtle political strategy to achieve similar ends may be the further
liberalization and restructuring of the Greek energy market. The chief
appeal of this is that it would increase the sensitivity of energy produc-
ers to price differentials between fuels and, via the market mechanism,
accelerate the shift to lower-carbon electricity generation. However,
although electricity liberalization has produced generally benign envi-
ronmental outcomes and lower electricity prices in the UK (Steen and
Vrolijk 2002), careful management is needed to counteract the risk
of private sector short-termism leading to increased emissions (Ringel
2003; Vielle and Vigier 2007).

Moves to liberalize and privatize Greek energy production have also
met with considerable opposition. In 2007, a PPC business plan explored
the reduction of PPC’s share of the Greek energy market from its current
90 per cent to as low as 28 per cent by 2020. The same report also pro-
jected that lignite’s share of electricity production would reduce from
62 per cent to between seven per cent and 23 per cent. These devel-
opments were linked to concerns about the availability and quality
of existing lignite beds, market liberalization, and increased operating
costs arising from the need to acquire additional EU emissions trading
permits if Greek energy restructuring did not take place. This news trig-
gered a furious reaction from PPC’s trade-union (GENOP-DEI), which
denounced the plan as aiming to ‘break down PPC; to give away power
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196 Prometheanism and the Greek Energy Zugzwang

[production] to private capital’ as well as ‘to annul PPC’s social mandate
and increase the electricity bills; . . . to down-rate and spirit away our
national fuel, lignite . . . [thus] abandoning the area [where lignite is
mined and burnt] and driving its people into unemployment’ (GENOP-
DEI 2007a; 2007b). Although both arguments were devoid of any serious
environmental content, this dispute delayed the endorsement of PPC’s
business plan by six months and again highlights the constraints on
any strategy that prioritizes climate concerns over other economic or
Promethean discourses on limitless energy demand.

Demand-side measures

As was noted earlier, the Greek government’s scope to curb energy
demand through consumer taxation is severely constrained by the pub-
lic’s unwillingness to pay higher electricity prices. The main strategy
adopted by the Ministry for Development to promote energy conserva-
tion has been advertisements stressing the personal economic benefits
of energy saving rather than environmental arguments. The side effects
of other policies, as well as the restructuring of the Greek energy market,
also have some potential to influence energy demand.

It is improbable that the current government – which holds only a
slender parliamentary majority – would opt for a head-on confronta-
tion on taxes. Thus, and for as long as PPC remains under state control,
prices will continue to be constrained. Latest newspaper reports have
nevertheless predicted further PPC privatizations and subsequent price
increases of up to 25 per cent, while the RAE recently recommended
that the Ministry for Development repeal low electricity rates for Greek
industry. These developments may be regarded as the government test-
ing the water for inescapable – if modest – increases in household energy
prices.

In 2006, the Ministry for Development sought to galvanize action to
curb energy demand by issuing a special circular requiring the replace-
ment of energy-intensive lamps with more energy efficient bulbs in
all public buildings. PPC has also accompanied small price increases
in 2006 with incentives entitling consumers to a flat-rate five per cent
discount in energy bills for reducing electricity consumption by a min-
imum of six per cent. Realigning this measure to reward customers
according to the proportion of energy saved (with or without a cap) may
provide a more sustained incentive; nevertheless, this initiative cost PPC
¤3.3million in the first half of 2007 (0.14 per cent of PPC revenue from
electricity sales) (PPC 2007), and may signal a greater willingness by
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PPC to engage with energy conservation issues. Other low-impact, yet
symbolic, policies could also help to pave the way for more ambitious
policies. One example would be a phasing out of incandescent lamps,
possibly starting with the Aegean islands, justified by their dependence
on oil-produced energy.

Pressure from the EU and broadening domestic participation

Whatever the domestic context of Greek climate policy, Greece is likely
to face continued pressure from the EU to adopt stronger emissions
targets and measures (Skjärseth and Wettestad 2002). Although Greece
secured a relatively undemanding reduction target to 2008–2012 under
the EU burden-sharing agreement, pressure may be applied via European
Court of Justice proceedings for non-compliance with Community law,
where Greece already has a reputation for being one of the EU’s worst
environmental transgressors (Börzel 2003). The Commission recently
initiated proceedings against Greece for non-implementation of Direc-
tive 2006/32/EC on energy end-use efficiency and energy services, which
requires national strategies to achieve a nine per cent energy saving
target by 2016, and Greece also received a reasoned opinion in 2006
for failing to transpose Directive 2002/91 on the energy performance
of buildings, which could save Greek public sector buildings alone
425 MtCO2e per year (Greenpeace Greece 2007b).

Aside from legal measures, future developments in the EU emissions
trading scheme – particularly on national emissions allocations, per-
mit auctioning, and the use of Kyoto flexibility mechanisms – are likely
to be another key influence on Greek climate policy. Although Greece
received little criticism for its first two NAPs (Grubb et al. 2005; Betz and
Sato 2006), the Commission may be less sympathetic in the future if
Greece does not make demonstrable progress toward meeting its emis-
sions targets. Similarly, the vast majority of EU emissions allowances
were issued free of charge during the first two phases of the scheme.
However, according to one World Wildlife Fund (WWF) study (2006),
marketing 10 per cent of Greek permits during phase two would provide
the government with around¤615million to fund other mitigation and
abatement projects. Since affected companies would almost certainly
pass on additional costs to consumers, this could generate further incen-
tives for household energy conservation. Similarly, tighter restrictions
on the purchase of Clean Development Mechanism and Joint Imple-
mentation emissions credits to meet national targets may create further
incentives for domestic action.
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Although the effects of EU policies do not constitute political strate-
gies in their own right, scope exists for the Greek government to deflect
criticism of stronger domestic measures by framing them as necessary
responses to EU integration. As was noted earlier, Greece has performed
as a classic EU environmental laggard state by obstructing legislative
proposals, seeking country-specific derogations and failing to imple-
ment EU requirements (Börzel 2005). However, a subtle change in
emphasis that stresses the political and economic importance of cooper-
ation with the EU’s climate regimemay help the government to limit the
political damage caused by more ambitious policies. It may also assist in
marginalizing factions within the country that are opposed to any mea-
sure they perceive to compromise national economic interests, although
it may also stir up greater anti-EU sentiments.

In the final analysis, however, the achievement of deeper greenhouse
gas emissions cuts in Greece will depend on more active engagement
by governments with business and civil society actors. A recent study
by the Centre for Renewable Energy Sources (CRES 2006) concluded
that virtually all energy efficiency measures in Greece are currently
‘legislative-normative’, with scarcely any cooperative and information-
education-training measures, even in the domestic sector. This situa-
tion, although consistent with Greece’s closed style of environmental
decision-making, has perpetuated exclusionary and oppositional cli-
mate politics. Since further emissions reductions are likely to require
unpopular measures, more inclusive and open dialogue with societal
stakeholders on the needs, goals and measures of effective climate policy
is needed to overcome current opposition. This will be no easy task, nor
will it deliver major emissions cuts in the short term. Yet it is probably
the only way of moving toward greater consensus on more ambitious
measures.
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Facing up to the Greenhouse
Challenge? Australian Climate
Politics
Ian Bailey and Sam Maresh

Introduction

As a country, Australia is particularly vulnerable to the effects of human-
induced climate change, particularly droughts and forest fires (CSIRO
2007). Despite this, Australians currently top the world league table of
per capita greenhouse gas emitters. In 2004, annual per capita emis-
sions in Australia stood at 27.2 tonnes of carbon dioxide equivalent,
more than double the OECD country average (Turton 2004). Four main
activities account for this outcome: (i) a high reliance on fossil fuels in
the electricity generation mix; (ii) intensive road-based transportation
within Australia’s sprawling cities; (iii) its highly polluting non-ferrous
metals sector, especially aluminium, which draws its energymainly from
subsidized and abundant coal reserves; and (iv) Australia’s vast agricul-
tural sector, which comprises 16 per cent of 2005 national emissions, far
higher than in most other industrialized nations.

Australia was one of the earlier OECD countries to initiate a domestic
climate strategy in 1992, but has since lagged behindmost other affluent
democracies in its commitments to address climate change (Papadakis
and Grant 2003). This has been evident in a heavy reliance on voluntary
programmes (Hamilton 2002; Taplin 2002) and former Prime Minister
John Howard’s opposition throughout most of his period in office to
binding emissions targets without parallel commitments from develop-
ing nations (Grubb et al. 1999). However, recent developments suggest
a re-engagement by Australian governments with climate issues, albeit
still strongly mediated by national economic concerns. In 2007 and
under strong pressure from the state governments, the Howard gov-
ernment announced the introduction of a national emissions trading
scheme from 2011 (Australian Government 2007a; 2007b). Moreover,
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in November 2007 the new Labor administration, led by Kevin Rudd,
honoured the first part of an election manifesto littered with commit-
ments on climate policy by making ratification of the Kyoto Protocol its
first official act in government.

To describe and explain these developments, the next section reviews
the history and key features of Australian climate policy. This is followed
by an analysis of the chief obstacles to more ambitious climate policy
in Australia. Conclusions are then offered on political strategies that
may enable Australian governments to make greater progress in curbing
emissions.

Federal Australian climate policy 1992–2007

1992–2000: Early promise and false hopes

Christoff (2005) argues that Australia’s initial response to climate change
was largely informed by an altruistic concern for environmental protec-
tion and involved little serious contemplation of the economic impli-
cations of reducing Australian emissions. The government adopted a
cooperative stance towards the United Nations Framework Convention
on Climate Change (UNFCCC), and in 1992 released its first national cli-
mate strategy, the National Greenhouse Response Strategy (NGRS). This
articulated a range of low- and no-cost emissions-reduction measures
and an ‘interim planning target’ to stabilize emissions at 1988 levels by
2000. This was to be followed by a decrease in emissions of 20 per cent
by 2005 (Commonwealth of Australia 1992).

To achieve these goals, the NGRS targeted improved understanding of
climate-change impacts on Australia, national greenhouse gas account-
ing, and emissions reductions from all sources, sectors and sinks. This
coincided with an ongoing public debate on carbon taxes; however,
opposition to taxes from the influential resources sector on competi-
tiveness grounds persuaded the Labor government led by Paul Keating
that voluntary initiatives were a less politically damaging way to co-opt
industry groups to take action (Taplin 2004). The Greenhouse Chal-
lenge (the Challenge) was accordingly introduced in 1995 as a joint
initiative between the government and industry to promote voluntary,
non-discriminatory and cost-effective action to cut emissions across all
sectors of the economy (AIGN 2002).

Organizations that joined the Challenge signed partnership agree-
ments to report on emissions and undertake action plans, though, cru-
cially, members were only required to report against historic emissions,
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204 Australian Climate Politics

not to set or meet emissions targets (Taplin 2004). Although the
government claimed that this approach would maximize participation
and increase the aggregate impact of the Challenge, the NGRS was
condemned as a weak response to climate change:

Most programs [in the NGRS] were enhanced versions of pre-
existing programs developed for reasons other than global warm-
ing . . . simply tack the greenhouse reduction objective onto existing
programs . . . [and] have typified the Federal Government’s approach
to greenhouse policy through the 1990s.

(Hamilton 1996: 4)

Following its election victory in 1996, the new National-Liberal Coali-
tion led by John Howard replaced the NGRS with the National Green-
house Strategy (NGS) in 1998, and created the Australian Greenhouse
Office (AGO) as an executive agency of the Department of the Environ-
ment and Heritage to co-ordinate the NGS (Commonwealth of Australia
1998). In so doing Howard stressed the need for international and
national climate policy to take into account Australia’s strong reliance
on fossil fuels and export-based economy, points reflected in the NGS’s
continued emphasis on voluntary measures and soft targets (Crowley
2007). The main components of the NGS are shown in Table 11.1.

Despite the introduction of new initiatives under the NGS, the Senate
Environment, Communications, Information Technology and the Arts
Committee (SECITAC) offered a damning assessment of the NGS and, in
particular, the Greenhouse Challenge (SECITAC 2000). SECITAC agreed
that the Challenge had stimulated some awareness-raising and practi-
cal efficiency measures, but concluded that it made no clear distinction
between business-as-usual improvements in energy efficiency and extra
efforts in response to government programmes, created no market dis-
advantages for non-participants and gave no incentives for companies
to set or meet emissions targets (Parker 1999).

2001–2005: Stagnation and procrastination

The Australian government’s stance on climate policy continued to
harden throughout the late 1990s and early 2000s, and in 2002 Howard
announced that Australia would not ratify the Kyoto Protocol because
it exempted developing countries from binding emissions targets. This
ushered in a period of relative stagnation in Australian climate pol-
icy, although Howard confirmed that Australia intended to honour its
Kyoto target to restrict national emissions to 108 per cent of 1990
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206 Australian Climate Politics

levels by 2008–2012 despite the decision not to ratify (AGO 2002).
Further new initiatives were unveiled, including the Mandatory Renew-
able Energy Target (MRET), which requires generators to take two per
cent or 9500GWh of marketed electricity from renewable sources by
2010 (Australian Government 2003). However, the 9500GWh cap, com-
bined with increased energy demand, effectively reduced the MRET
target to one per cent (Kent and Mercer 2006; MacGill and Outhred
2007).

The Challenge was also re-launched as Greenhouse Challenge Plus
(Challenge Plus) in 2005. Challenge Plus largely replicates the Chal-
lenge’s voluntary approach except that membership is now mandatory
for all proponents of large-scale energy projects, organizations receiv-
ing over AUS$ three million per year in business fuel credits, and energy
generators that meet the requirements of Generator Efficiency Standards
(GES) (Department of the Environment and Heritage 2005a). Under
Challenge Plus, GES participants are required to sign five-year bind-
ing agreements to assess their operations against best-practice guidelines
for their technology classes and fuel types, though implementation of
assessments is only required if projects meet government and industry
‘economic justifiability’ criteria. A new membership tier was also created
to provide extra recognition for organizations that actually set and meet
emissions targets (Sullivan 2005).

However, these measures failed to stem criticism of the Howard gov-
ernment’s climate policies. Pollard (2003), for instance, estimates that
only AUS$265million of the AUS$ one billion expenditure planned
under the Greenhouse Gas Abatement Programme (GGAP) was spent
by 2003–2004, although the government calculated that GGAP projects
would deliver 6.1million tonnes of CO2 equivalent (MtCO2e) reductions
by 2010 (Australian Government 2006a). GGAP was replaced in 2004
by a new Low Emissions Technology Demonstration Fund, which will
operate until 2020 to support the commercial demonstration of tech-
nologies with the potential to deliver large-scale emissions reductions
in the energy sector. This fund will receive AUS$500million from gov-
ernment and aims to leverage a further AUS$ one billion from industry
(Department of the Environment and Heritage 2005b).

A further sign of the stagnation in Australian climate policy under
the Howard government was a protracted but largely sterile debate
on emissions trading during the 1990s and early 2000s. The govern-
ment commissioned two reports in 1999 and 2002, but both stressed
the detrimental economic impacts of emissions trading on energy- and
trade-dependent sectors without offering insights on how to overcome
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Ian Bailey and Sam Maresh 207

them (AGO 2002). The government then appeared to rule out emis-
sions trading in its 2004 White Paper, Securing Australia’s Energy Future
(Australian Government 2004: 25):

Australia will not impose significant new economy-wide costs, such
as emissions trading, in its greenhouse response at this stage. Such
action is premature in the absence of effective longer-term global
action on climate change. Pursuing this path in advance of an effec-
tive global response would harm Australia’s competitiveness and
growth with no certain climate change benefits.

Frustration at John Howard’s intransigence on climate policy combined
with political motivations – prior to the 2007 election, all the state and
territory governments were controlled by the Labor Party – led several
state governments to develop independent climate initiatives to pressur-
ize the federal government to take firmer action. Table 11.2 summarizes
key state schemes currently in operation; however, their emergence
has created marked regulatory overlap between state and federal poli-
cies, raising compatibility concerns if more concerted national action is
taken. Another key state initiative was the setting up of the National
Emissions Trading Taskforce by the state and territory governments in
2004 (State and Territory Governments 2004) to discuss a state-led emis-
sions trading scheme in the absence of a clear policy lead from the
federal government.

A final contentious aspect of the Howard administration’s climate
policies was its repeated claim that Australia was one of only a very
few countries that were on course to meet their Kyoto Protocol tar-
gets (Commonwealth of Australia 2000; Australian Government 2005).
During the Kyoto negotiations, Australia petitioned successfully for the
insertion of Article 3.7, which enabled Annex B countries where land
use and forestry are a major net source of emissions to include emissions
from land-use changes in their 1990 emissions base year. The ‘Australia
clause’, as it became known, effectively allowed Australia to inflate its
base-year emissions knowing that land clearing had already been in
decline throughout the 1990s, and that the clause effectively allowed
other sectors to continue on a business-as-usual trajectory (Hamilton
and Vellen 1999; Hunt 2004). Table 11.3 shows that, between 1990 and
2005, emissions from land-use change and forestry fell by 95.2MtCO2e
(–73.9 per cent). However, emissions from most other sectors rose
sharply, by 104MtCO2e (36.3 per cent) in the case of energy (AGO 2007;
Crowley 2007).
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Table 11.3 Australian greenhouse gas emissions 1990–2005 (MtCO2e)

Emissions MtCO2e Change in emissions
(%) 1990–2005

1990 2005

Energy 287.0 391.0 36.3
Stationary energy 196.0 279.4 42.6
Transport 61.9 80.4 29.9
Fugitive emissions 29.1 31.2 7.3
Industrial processes 25.3 29.5 16.5
Agriculture 87.7 87.9 0.2
Land use, land-use

change and forestry
128.9 33.7 –73.9

Waste 18.3 17.0 –6.9
Net emissions 547.1 559.1 2.2

Source: Australia’s National Greenhouse Accounts.

From 2005: renewed engagement?

Following nearly a decade of reliance on ‘no-regrets’ measures and a
defensive stance in international negotiations, the signs since 2005
are that Australia has begun to engage more robustly with the issue
of climate change. This period began with renewed attempts by the
Howard government to steer international climate politics towards the
Australian national economic interest; however, domestic political pres-
sure on Howard, combined with a landslide election victory in 2007 by
the Labor Party under the leadership of Kevin Rudd, has generated new
momentum for more ambitious climate policies within Australia.

On the international stage, the Howard administration embarked on
a sustained campaign to influence global climate policy. In 2005, along
with the USA, China, India, Japan and South Korea, Australia founded
the Asia-Pacific Partnership on Clean Development and Climate (APP),
an international non-treaty agreement to promote the development of
technological solutions to climate change (APP 2006). Although the
APP has been criticized for undermining the Kyoto Protocol and for
relying on voluntary measures, its partners argue that it promotes prac-
tical cooperation between major developed and developing countries
on climate change (Dennis 2006). To date, Australia has committed
AUS$100million to fund projects under eight international government
and business taskforces established by the APP.

At the 2007 Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) meeting,
Australia also secured the endorsement of the 21 APEC leaders

10.1057/9780230594678 – Turning Down the Heat: The Politics 
of Climate Policy in Affluent Democracies, H. Compston; I. Bailey

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 m

at
er

ia
l f

ro
m

 p
al

gr
av

ec
on

ne
ct

.c
om

. N
o 

re
pr

od
uc

tio
n 

or
 d

is
tri

bu
tio

n,
 in

cl
ud

in
g 

vi
a 

w
eb

si
te

s,
 is

 p
er

m
itt

ed
 w

ith
ou

t t
he

 w
rit

te
n 

pe
rm

is
si

on
 o

f P
al

gr
av

e 
M

ac
m

ill
an

 –
 ri

gh
ts

@
pa

lg
ra

ve
.c

om

Mailto:rights@palgrave.com


210 Australian Climate Politics

(including the USA, China, India, Japan and Russia) for the Sydney
Declaration on Climate Change, Energy Security and Clean Development.
Although the declaration stopped short of specifying quantified emis-
sions targets, it delivered a non-binding APEC-wide commitment to
improve energy efficiency by at least 25 per cent by 2030 and increase
forest cover by 20million hectares by 2020, while also building strategic
momentum for technological responses, flexibility and recognition of
domestic circumstances faced by individual nations (APEC 2007). How-
ever, attempts by Australia to use APEC to establish emissions targets
for developing nations were thwarted by China, which insisted that any
targets must be negotiated through the UNFCCC (People’s Republic of
China 2007).

Finally, in 2007 the government established the Global Initiative on
Forests and Climate. This initiative aimed to work with developing
countries to support new plantations, limit deforestation and promote
sustainable forest management (e.g. by improving fire-fighting capac-
ity in Indonesia), and supported the Howard government’s position
on the importance of land-use and forestry changes in international
climate policy (Australian Government 2007c). Australia has also high-
lighted the value of carbon credits associated with forestry to its regional
neighbours (Turnbull 2007), although critics claim that illegal log-
ging in some regions may make real emissions savings difficult to
achieve.

By 2006, however, the Howard government was also coming under
increasing pressure to reform domestic climate policy. Even ardent
industrial supporters of voluntary programmes had begun to talk openly
about emissions trading, and in December 2006 Howard established the
Prime Ministerial Task Group on Emissions Trading made up of senior
representatives from Australian business and public service to advise
on the design of a national emissions trading scheme. In contrast with
Securing Australia’s Energy Future, the taskforce concluded that emissions
trading was the most cost-effective option available to cut power and
industrial emissions and that waiting for a new global deal on climate
change might adversely delay or risk investment (Australian Govern-
ment 2007a). Shortly afterwards, the government released Australian
Climate Change Policy, which committed Australia to a national cap-and-
trade scheme by 2011 (Australian Government 2007b). The key features
of these proposals included:

• Maximum practical coverage of all sources, sinks and greenhouse
gases (33 per cent of national emissions in 2010, rising to 45 per cent
in 2015);
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• A mix of free allocation (to protect trade-exposed and emissions-
intensive sectors) and auctioning of single-year emissions permits;

• Initial exclusion of agriculture and land use;
• Capacity to link to other comparable national and regional schemes;
• Use of revenue from permits and fees to support low-emissions

technologies and energy efficiency programmes.

However, the Howard government postponed any decision on a long-
term ‘aspirational’ emissions goal, a crucial non-decision in terms of
providing markets with an indication of the timing and pathways to
reduced emissions.

Climate policy featured prominently in the general election cam-
paigns of the two major parties for the first time in 2007. The Coalition
first announced a new national Clean Energy Target (CET) scheme to
generate 30,000GWh each year from ‘low emissions’ power by 2020
(Howard 2007a), a definition that theoretically allows coal generation
combined with carbon capture and storage to be classified as low emis-
sions. CET is intended to replace all existing and proposed renewable
energy schemes from January 2010; a move that should simplify the
current patchwork of federal and state schemes but may also make some
redundant well before CET comes into operation.

The Labor Party’s manifesto also included a swathe of promises on cli-
mate policy, which the new Prime Minister Kevin Rudd will now face
pressure to honour following his election victory in November 2007.
Labor’s term of office certainly began with a flurry of activity: ratifi-
cation of the Kyoto Protocol; the creation of a new Department for
Climate Change in December 2007; and the commissioning of the Gar-
naut Climate Change Review to examine the impacts, challenges and
opportunities of climate change for Australia, the final report of which
is scheduled for release in September 2008. Rudd also reaffirmed his
party’s commitment to emissions trading from 2010 and the use of rev-
enues from permit auctioning to help low-income households cope with
increased energy prices (Australian Labor Party 2007a). Slightly ironi-
cally, the previous government’s procrastination on emissions trading
caused some energy-intensive industries to delay expansion plans (Pot-
ter and Hughes 2007), producing a positive (if temporary) reduction
in emissions growth in some sectors. Industry lobbying and managing
political demands will, nevertheless, still feature strongly in decisions on
emissions caps and on which industries are sufficiently trade exposed to
receive free allocations.

In terms of targets and other initiatives, Rudd committed to cut Aus-
tralia’s greenhouse gas emissions by 60 per cent from 2000 levels by
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212 Australian Climate Politics

2050 and to generate at least 20 per cent of electricity from renewable
energy sources by 2020 (Australian Labor Party 2007a). This target is to
be achieved by bringing MRET and state initiatives into an expanded
national scheme. However, Labor also pledged to phase out this target
from 2020 once national emissions trading was able to support invest-
ment in renewables. Another key Labor commitment is the introduction
of a National Clean Coal Fund (NCCF) to develop and commercial-
ize low-emission coal technologies (Australian Labor Party 2007b). The
NCCF will operate to 2015 and is accompanied by further support for
the coal industry through the setting of national targets for electric-
ity generation from clean coal technologies to encourage their early
commercialization.

The nuclear option

Nuclear power has been a recent and controversial element of the
climate policy debate in Australia following the commissioning of
a taskforce in 2006 to consider the contribution of uranium min-
ing, processing and nuclear energy to greenhouse gas reduction
(Australian Government 2006b). Although Australia is a significant ura-
nium exporter and holds 40 per cent of the world’s known low-cost
reserves, several state and federal laws prohibit nuclear power. The task-
force concluded that the use of nuclear power could deliver national
greenhouse gas emission reductions of 8–17 per cent by 2050. However,
concerns about the development and operating costs of nuclear power
(even with emissions trading), the lack of a nuclear skilled workforce,
existing legal prohibitions and a non-existent regulatory framework
make it likely to be at least 15 years before nuclear electricity could be
delivered to the Australian grid, although the report noted that Aus-
tralia had sufficient suitable sites to accommodate the storage of nuclear
waste.

John Howard argued that nuclear power was the only reliable source
of low-emissions baseload power available to Australia and many
other countries (Howard 2007b). However, the Labor Party consistently
opposed nuclear power because of concerns about waste storage and its
high demand on water resources (Australian Labor Party 2007c). Public
and political opposition thus make it unlikely that nuclear power will
contribute to Australia’s energy-generationmix in the foreseeable future.

In summary, Australian climate policy has undergone three dis-
tinct phases since 1992: the early adoption of ‘no-regrets’ measures; a
period of virtual stagnation during which economic arguments largely
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subsumed other considerations; and a more recent, though still nascent,
resurgence of interest in market-based instruments and international
cooperation. Throughout this evolution, however, the overwhelming
political priority has been domestic economic interests, particularly
those of the important resources sector. Tensions within Australia’s
federal system have also created a complex patchwork of state and
federal requirements which, although innovative, has undermined the
coherence of Australian climate policy. The next section analyses in
more detail the main factors that have contributed towards the current
situation.

Obstacles to more ambitious Australian climate policy

Fossil fuel dependency and economic self interest

With a few exceptions, the development of more ambitious climate
mitigation policies in affluent countries is constrained to some degree
by a historical dependence on fossil fuels for energy production and
the perceived adjustment costs of moving to a low-carbon economy.
However, Australia’s rich endowment of lignite, black coal, natural gas
and other mineral resources (notably iron ore and bauxite) has pro-
vided a cheap supply of raw materials for its energy-intensive steel and
aluminium industries, making the Australian economy more reliant
on fossil fuels than is the case in most advanced nations (Jessup and
Mercer 2001; Geoscience Australia 2005). While scarcity in other natu-
ral resources (especially water) and concerns about salinization in the
Murray–Darling Basin and Western Australia have amplified the politi-
cal salience of climate change, until recently large-scale land clearance
for agriculture was condoned in several states as a means of feeding
Australia’s growing population and generating export revenue.

Allied to this is Australia’s geographical proximity to, and strong
trade links with, the major Asian economies. During the 1950s and
1960s this took the form of government subsidization of ‘import sub-
stitution’ industries in sectors like plastics and chemicals aimed at
restricting Australia’s economic dependence on its politically unstable
or ‘unsavoury’ East Asian neighbours (Hamilton and Turton 1999). This
was coupled with the active promotion of export industries supply-
ing unrefined or part-refined minerals and fossil fuels to Asia; firstly,
Japan followed by the Asian ‘tiger’ economies and, more recently, China
and India, many of which had few commercial incentives to reduce
greenhouse gas emissions (Lyster 2004).
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214 Australian Climate Politics

This combination of factors enabled the resources sector to form a
powerful lobby that has repeatedly and successfully utilized warnings
of an industrial exodus from Australia to press for cautious climate
policies. Although some commentators claim that the country’s abun-
dance of cheap energy and minerals make it unlikely that industries
such as aluminium will leave Australia (Turton 2002), their domination
by trans-national corporations has enhanced the political credibility of
such threats. As a result, Crowley (2007: 123) argues that a blurring
of government-industry boundaries exists in ‘the drafting and manag-
ing of policy, the funding of research into the cost of abatement, and
the inclusion of industry in official international delegations’. Although
the fossil fuel lobby’s influence aligned conveniently with the Howard
government’s conservative politics and its coalition partner’s resources
sector interests, industry lobbyists also acted swiftly to persuade Paul
Keating’s Labor administration to abandon carbon taxes in favour of vol-
untary measures. The sector’s blocking manoeuvres have also enjoyed
considerable success in some resource-dependent states, particularly
Western Australia.

Economic self interest has also largely dictated Australia’s stance
towards international climate policy. On the one hand, John Howard’s
refusal to ratify Kyoto unless developing countries also adopt binding
targets will have antagonized those nations that stand to bear the brunt
of climate-change impacts (Hunt 2004). On the other hand, the Coali-
tion initiated a targeted diplomatic campaign with its regional trading
partners to secure Australia’s share of booming international resource
markets, and used plurilateral fora like the APP and APEC to garner sup-
port among major developing and developed nations for global climate
agreements that are effectively a replica of Australia’s domestic poli-
cies: that is, broad in coverage but with strong concessions to national
constraints; flexible rather than mandatory; and technologically driven.
Australia’s Kyoto status has now changed but how far its progress
towards its Kyoto target will be affected by the policy foundations set
out by the Rudd government remains to be seen.

The complexities of federal governance

A second explanation for the nature of Australian climate politics can
be found in the country’s federal system of governance and the resul-
tant division of responsibilities for economic and environmental policy
between the federal and state governments which this creates. Although
the federal government has no explicit environmental powers, the
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Australian High Court has conferred powers on Canberra in several
state-federal environmental disputes. The Commonwealth also controls
many key aspects of economic policy, particularly funding to the state
governments (Crowley 2007). Federalism is often seen as means of
allowing state governments to experiment with policies which, if suc-
cessful, can be taken up as federal measures (Sbragia 1996). However,
within Australia it has also led to a complex and fragmented patchwork
of climate regulation that has helped to legitimate industry arguments
about climate policy being prohibitively expensive (AIGN 2002). Addi-
tionally, climate politics has often been polarized along party lines,
with state (Labor) governments supporting Kyoto ratification and using
climate policy to pressurize, and assert autonomy from, the Howard
administration (Fenna 2007). The outcome of this, as often as not, has
been a lack of policy cohesion and long-term direction. Howard also
proved extremely adept at using ‘wedge tactics’ to neutralize opponents
while appealing to narrowly defined (usually economic and national
security) conceptions of ‘the national interest’ (Crowley 2007). That
said, state-federal tensions have led to policy innovation, such as the
New South Wales Greenhouse Gas Abatement Scheme, while the Prime
Ministerial Task Group on Emissions Trading was at least in part com-
missioned to recapture the political initiative following the setting up of
the state-led National Emissions Trading Taskforce.

Electoral interests

Crowley (2007) reports the findings of several public opinion polls
which suggest that climate change was an issue of concern to 78 per
cent of Australians in 2003, with 80 per cent believing in 2001 that
Australia should ratify the Kyoto Protocol regardless of the US position.
Despite this, electoral support for more progressive Australian climate
policy is not helped by the problems that a carbon-constrained econ-
omy pose for an electorate that has become accustomed to carbon-lavish
lifestyles. Leigh (2005) also reports that economic, social and taxation
issues continue to influence public voting more strongly than environ-
mental issues. Thus, historically, the main political parties never felt
obliged to make climate policy a priority election issue. The Climate
Institute reported that 62 per cent of voters in marginal seats said that
climate issues – made palpable by Australia’s ‘thousand year’ drought
and resulting crop failures, water shortages and bush fires – would influ-
ence their vote in the 2007 election (Crowley 2007). Nevertheless, a
soft approach to climate policy has generally been sufficient to assuage
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216 Australian Climate Politics

electorates’ climate concerns without compelling a significant deviation
from the stance of the fossil fuel lobby. Similarly, while Labor skilfully
reflected public sentiments about climate change in the 2007 election,
whether electorates will accept measures that impact on their material
freedoms remains less clear.

Of these obstacles, the most significant are undoubtedly the energy-
and trade-dependent character of the Australian economy and the influ-
ence of industry groups on national and state climate politics. This does
not mean that industry is uniformly ambivalent towards stronger mea-
sures or that government is entirely captured by special interests. How-
ever, what is clear is that the distinctive characteristics of the Australian
economy prevent a simple reading across of European solutions. Even
though Australia’s siege mentality towards climate policy now appears
to have lifted, these structural constraints are unlikely to dissipate,
whichever political party holds office. With this in mind, the final
section considers political strategies that may assist the introduction of
more progressive climate policies.

Future strategies for Australian climate policy

Reframing the economic debate

A core priority for any Australian government seeking to persuade
industry groups and the electorate to make a more active contribu-
tion to reducing greenhouse gas emissions is to challenge entrenched
assumptions about the costs and benefits of climate policy. Federal
administrations have historically framed climate policy as an economy-
versus-environment debate and stressed the need for Australia to
defend its industries against uneven competition from the non-carbon-
regulated Asian mega-economies. Recent developments with emissions
trading, where for the first time an economic instrument was adjudged
to be more economically efficient than voluntary measures, suggests
that political discourse is already changing. However, active government
intervention is needed (utilizing the Stern Review and Intergovernmen-
tal Panel on Climate Change reports) to embed this ‘win–win’ discourse;
much will also depend on the performance of the EU emissions trad-
ing scheme and lesson drawing from Europe’s experiences with this
instrument.

Another way in which such reframing might take place is through
emphasizing Australia’s long-term economic vulnerability if other coun-
tries decarbonize substantially and Australia remains reliant on dimin-
ishing fossil-fuel exports, or if a global carbon price is established and
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Australia fails to reduce the carbon intensity of its aluminium and steel
industries. Although Australia might adapt to these scenarios by con-
solidating its uranium exports, this carries substantial economic and
political risks if influential countries reject nuclear energy or widespread
public opposition to new uranium mines materializes. Taking a longer-
term perspective that stresses the economic (as well as environmen-
tal) benefits of climate policy thus provides the first way in which
the government can become disentangled from the economy-versus-
environment debate that has tended to dominate Australian climate
politics.

Hard carrots and soft sticks

Although reframing perceptions is an important and necessary first
step in winning support for stronger climate policies, tangible incen-
tives are also needed to stimulate energy efficiency and low-carbon
energy sources where Australia has a natural advantage, such as photo-
voltaics. A pragmatic approach to this issue is through the development
of ‘strong carrots’ and ‘soft sticks’ policies, where flexible and (now)
accepted instruments like emissions trading (soft sticks) are accompa-
nied by further expansion of funding programmes like the Low Emis-
sions Technology Demonstration Fund (hard carrots) to commercialize
low-emission technologies and soften industry resistance to manda-
tory targets for low-emissions energy sources. Similarly, industry may
be more receptive to below business-as-usual emissions caps if a propor-
tion of costs can be passed on to consumers (which would also help to
raise public awareness of domestic energy consumption) and if trade-
exposed industries are suitably compensated through capacity-building
funding. Whatever the mix of trade-offs adopted, it must recognize the
need to soften the significant restructuring that the Australian econ-
omy and society must undergo to achieve a low-carbon state. ‘Soft stick’
and ‘hard carrot’ policies appear to be an appropriate way of building
momentum towards this goal.

Creating direction

A related political tactic to promote action is the creation of long-term
emissions-reduction goals to reassure industry that investments in emis-
sions reduction will produce financial rewards. An important first step
in this direction has been made with the Rudd government’s announce-
ments of an overall target of a 60 per cent reduction in greenhouse gas
emissions from 2000 levels by 2050, plus renewable energies targets.
Another approach would be to set limits on significant new emissions
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218 Australian Climate Politics

sources such as baseload coal-fired power stations, a move that would
be popular electorally and may further drive demand for low-emissions
and renewable energies. The government must also decide how land-
use changes will be accounted for in the future. Past governments
have sought to maximize notional emissions reductions arising from
avoided deforestation to offset the lack of progress by energy-intensive
industries. An alternative tactic, similar to that applied to industry and
power generation, would be to alter the costs and benefits to landown-
ers of continuing agriculture on cleared marginal land compared with
sink-enhancing activities through the development of domestic invest-
ment programmes and international initiatives like the Global Initiative
on Forests and Climate. Nevertheless, any over-reliance on contested
carbon-sink policies is likely to face stern public scrutiny.

Building political and federal consensus

A final priority for the Australian government is to address the cross-
party divisions on climate policy – both in federal–state interactions and
nationally – that have contributed towards a fragmented Australian cli-
mate policy and a more general failure to challenge industry preferences
for voluntary measures. Such a political consensus is now theoreti-
cally closer since the election of the new federal Labor administration,
since, at the time of writing, all the states are Labor controlled. How-
ever, the nature of Australian politics is such that state elections tend
to return whichever political party is in opposition at national level.
Labor’s current dominance over state and federal politics may, thus, be
short-lived.

One option to resolve this problem would be greater policy central-
ization. However, this would almost certainly be construed by state
governments as an assault on their autonomy and as requiring an
unjustified level of trust that the federal government will live up to
its promises on climate policy and other issues. The current two-tier
system has also stimulated considerable policy innovation and been
a useful vehicle for creating pressure for stronger federal measures.
Maintaining these creative ‘checks-and-balances’ therefore seems to
be the more promising and politically acceptable strategy; however,
a minimum pre-requisite must be the nurturing of a greater cross-
party détente which recognizes that conservative domestic policies and
an obstructive approach to international agreements is both econom-
ically and environmentally counter-productive to Australia’s long-term
interests.
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Political strategizing notwithstanding, the Australian economy’s
structural dependency on carbon-based fuels – coupled with its strong
trade links to the USA and Asian economies that have yet to com-
mit to binding carbon constraints – present genuine difficulties for any
Australian government seeking to make substantive cuts in greenhouse
gas emissions. Alongside domestic initiatives, therefore, Australian cli-
mate politics will continue to be shaped strongly by its interactions
with its APEC and APP partners, and in this regard Australian climate
policy remains intimately tied to the stance of these countries and, in
particular, to that of the USA.
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Explaining the Failure of Canadian
Climate Policy
Douglas Macdonald

Introduction

In 2004, Canadian greenhouse gas emissions were approximately
27 per cent above those in 1990, well adrift of its Kyoto goal of reduc-
ing emissions to 6 per cent below 1990 levels by 2008–2012 (Canada
2007: 9). It is conceivable that a combination of draconian domestic pol-
icy and a massive purchase of international credits might allow Canada
to reach its Kyoto goal. That objective, however, has been ruled out by
the Canadian government. Since it was elected in January 2006, the
Conservative Party government led by Prime Minister Stephen Harper
has consistently said that Canada cannot – and indeed should not, given
the economic cost – meet its Kyoto goal. Instead, in April 2007 his gov-
ernment introduced policy measures intended to achieve a 20 per cent
reduction below the 2006 level by 2020 (Environment Canada 2007).
Since 2006 emissions were around 30 per cent above the 1990 level, the
current Canadian objective is to reduce emissions to two per cent above
the 1990 level (Pembina Institute 2007). Thus, Canada is officially try-
ing to meet neither its Kyoto goal nor the 2012 deadline. Economic
modelling by Rivers and Jaccard predicts that the Conservative govern-
ment policy will not even meet this goal and that, instead, emissions
will continue to rise until 2020 (Simpson et al. 2007: 196).

To explain this policy failure, this chapter first provides an account
of the evolution of Canadian climate policy since it ratified the United
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) in 1992.
At appropriate points in that history, I identify policy options which
have been advocated but not adopted by federal and provincial gov-
ernments; the periodic influence of international events upon domestic
policy; and efforts by governments at both levels to take action and
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224 Explaining the Failure of Canadian Climate Policy

at the same minimize associated political costs. I then discuss briefly
the four major explanations offered to date by Canadian analysts to
explain the ineffectiveness of those policy actions. This is followed by
my own analysis of what I see as the major explanatory factors: the
lack of a provincial champion and the lack of federal government lead-
ership, both of which stem ultimately from the weakness of Canadian
environmentalism. I conclude by arguing that two things are needed to
move Canadian policy onto a more effective track. The first is pressure
by both environmentalists and external, international actors to keep the
issue salient and blunt the lobbying power of business. The second is
recognition by the rest of the country that it has to negotiate with the
Saudi Arabia of Canada, the province of Alberta, and offer some form of
compensation for the fact that effective Canadian policy will impose a
higher price on that province than any other.

Canadian climate policy, 1992–2007

The Canadian constitution gives ownership of resources to the
provinces, rather than the federal government. Although the courts
have decreed that both levels of government hold jurisdiction on envi-
ronmental issues, historically environmental regulation has been done
almost exclusively by the provinces, with the federal government focus-
ing on science and efforts to coordinate provincial policy. National
climate policy thus requires coordinated action by both the federal
and the provincial governments. During the period 1992–2002 that
was done, albeit at the price of lowest-common denominator decision-
making. With the federal government decision to ratify the Kyoto
Protocol in 2002, however, the federal-provincial process ended and has
not resumed. Since 2002, the federal and provincial governments have
developed their climate policies unilaterally, with no attempt at coor-
dination. The history which follows, accordingly, is divided into three
parts: (i) the national process up to 2002; (ii) the battle over ratifica-
tion in 2002 and (iii) unilateral federal government policy-making since
then, with some reference to provincial policy. Table 12.1 provides a
chronological overview.

When it hosted the Toronto conference in 1988, Canada helped to
put the climate issue on the global policy agenda. Four years later, it
pressed for adoption of the UNFCCC at Rio and, in December 1992, was
one of the first countries to ratify the framework convention. In 1993,
the Liberal government led by Jean Chrétien was elected on a strong
environmental platform. Willingness to implement that platform was
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Douglas Macdonald 225

Table 12.1 Key dates in Canadian climate policy

1988 Canada co-hosts Toronto conference
1990 Canadian government announces unilateral stabilization objective
1992 Canada ratifies UNFCCC
1995 Federal-provincial National Action Program on Climate Change
1997 Canada commits to reducing to 6 per cent below 1990 levels
2002 Canadian government decides to ratify

Federal-provincial process ends
First unilateral federal government plan

2005 Second unilateral federal government plan
2006 Federal government explicitly abandons the Kyoto goal
2007 Third federal government unilateral plan

soon blunted, however, by resistance from the oil and gas and other
industries which would be adversely affected by rising energy prices or
regulatory requirements to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, and by the
fossil-fuel producing provinces, led by Alberta.

In 1993 and 1994, national policy development was coordinated by
two intergovernmental secretariats, the Canadian Council of Ministers
of the Environment (CCME) and the Council of EnergyMinisters (CEM).
Federal and provincial energy and environment ministers met on a reg-
ular basis to oversee a process of multistakeholder consultation. Within
the federal government, there was a split between the Environment
Minister, pressing for the use of more coercive policy instruments, and
the Natural Resources Minister, who was also the Chrétien government’s
Alberta lieutenant and worked to protect the associated interests of that
province and the oil industry. The latter won that battle, and since
there were no provinces pressing for vigorous action, the 1995 Canadian
national programme relied primarily upon the Voluntary Challenge and
Registry Program (VCR) to bring about emission reductions by large
industrial sectors, which account for approximately half of total emis-
sions. At the time, Quebec’s separatist Parti Québécois government was
preparing for its second referendum on sovereignty-association and was
not participating in any national programmes. Accordingly, Quebec
acted independently to put in place its own comparable programme,
ÉcoGESte.

During the 1993–1994 consultations, environmentalists advocated
coercive policy instruments, both economic and regulatory, while busi-
ness advocated voluntarism. Even before the consultations were com-
pleted, Prime Minister Chrétien ruled out a carbon tax in order to
reassure a nervous Alberta (Simpson et al. 2007: 73), saying to a Calgary
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226 Explaining the Failure of Canadian Climate Policy

audience: ‘Relax, relax . . . It’s not on the table, and it will not be on the
table’ (Corcoran 1994). During the mid-1990s his government and the
provinces were significantly reducing spending in order to constrain
rising annual deficits and accumulated debt, thus reducing the policy
capacity of environment and resource departments. This, coupled with
Alberta resistance and the relatively low public salience of the issue,
explains governments’ adoption of voluntarism as the principal policy
instrument. The political strategy adopted was to give the appearance of
action, while avoiding alienating powerful political actors.

In 1997, as Canada and other countries prepared for the third
UNFCCC Conference of the Parties (COP), to be held in Kyoto, the
machinery of federal-provincial national policy-making generated an
agreement on the position to be taken into the Kyoto negotiations –
Canada should keep the goal of emissions stabilization at the1990 level,
but extend the deadline to 2010. Immediately prior to the Kyoto meet-
ing, however, Prime Minister Chrétien personally intervened in the
climate policy process, responding to pressure from other heads of state,
most notably US President Bill Clinton (Harrison 2006). As a result,
Canada accepted a more ambitious objective at Kyoto, to reduce emis-
sions to 6 per cent below 1990 levels by 2008–2012. Not surprisingly,
this provoked a strong protest from Alberta, which in turn led the federal
and provincial governments to adopt the principle that national climate
policy would be designed in a way that did not impose an unacceptable
cost upon any one region of the country. Unfortunately, in the ten years
since, no active effort has been made to put in place mechanisms or
policies to implement that principle.

In 1998 and 1999, the federal and provincial governments again
engaged in extensive multistakeholder consultations. Not surprisingly,
environmentalists again recommended large-scale change, based on
the ‘soft-path’ energy vision which had been popularized by Amory
Lovins. They argued that emissions could be cut ‘to near half of 1990s
levels through comprehensive building retrofits, a tripling of vehicle
fuel efficiency, curbing urban sprawl, and the pervasive introduction
of energy-efficiency and emission-reduction strategies into architecture,
engineering design and urban planning’ (Torrie and Parfett 2000: 24).
No such vision was incorporated into national policy. Instead, the
second federal-provincial national plan, released in 2000, again relied
primarily upon voluntary action. Despite the Kyoto target, there had
been no significant change in the policy dynamic which generated the
1995 national plan. That began to change, however, due to international
pressure to make a yes or no decision on Kyoto ratification.
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Douglas Macdonald 227

Although its economy is closely interlocked with that of the USA and
the two countries had taken similar positions through the UNFCCC
negotiations, Canada did not follow the American lead in 2001 when
the Bush administration formally withdrew from the Kyoto regime.
Instead, Canada took advantage of its increased bargaining leverage
(specifically, the EU’s willingness to grant concessions to keep Canada
as a member and, thus, prevent the collapse of the regime) and pressed
for a relaxation of its national objective by being allowed to count sinks
as part of the national effort. At the July 2001 UNFCCC COP in Bonn,
delegates agreed that Canada and other countries could count carbon
stored in trees and soils (sinks) as part of their reduction effort. Chrétien,
close to the end of his career and with an eye to the history books,
then announced that the decision ‘open[s] the way for . . . ratification by
Canada in 2002’ (Bjorn et al. 2002: 49). Those words initiated the most
vociferous political battle yet seen in Canadian environmental policy.

The oil and gas industry and the province of Alberta engaged in media
advertising campaigns intended to convince Canadians that ratifica-
tion would cause major job losses. Several industrial sectors, including
oil and gas, chemicals, electricity and motor vehicles came together
to create the Canadian Coalition for Responsible Environmental Solu-
tions, which also engaged in media advertising and lobbying of the
federal government (Macdonald 2007). The business interests opposed
to ratification made three major arguments. The first was that emissions
reductions could only be achieved through technological developments
which had to be phased in as the existing capital stock of buildings and
machinery reached the end of its useful life, something which could
not be achieved within the Kyoto timeframe. Secondly, business groups
argued that Canadian policy had to be harmonized with that of the Bush
administration to avoid a crippling competitive disadvantage because
of the over-riding importance of exports to the American market. The
third argument was that Canada should not spend public money on
purchasing international credits, but should instead fund technology
development at home (Macdonald 2003).

In one sense, the business campaign failed, since it did not prevent
Canadian ratification. Furthermore, the federal government, once freed
from the federal-provincial lowest-common denominator process which
effectively gave Alberta a veto, abandoned voluntarism and announced
that it would use law-based instruments to regulate industrial emissions.
On the other hand, private negotiations resulted in an announcement
by the Natural Resources Minister in December 2002, shortly after the
ratification decision, that the oil and gas industry share would not
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228 Explaining the Failure of Canadian Climate Policy

exceed 15 per cent of total reductions, and that the cost of reduc-
tions by all sectors above C$15 per tonne would be paid by the federal
government (Macdonald 2003). That policy of capping industry costs
was reiterated in the Harper government policy announcement of April
2007.

Although they have abandoned voluntarism, the successive federal
governments of Jean Chrétien, Paul Martin and Stephen Harper have
not used regulatory instruments with a heavy hand. In 2002 the
Chrétien government acceded to industry demands that regulatory stan-
dards be intensity based, governing the ratio of emissions to production,
rather than impose absolute standards. This means that emissions can
rise as production increases while still being in compliance with law,
thus removing the Kyoto absolute cap from Canadian industry. Federal
regulators privately negotiated the details of the regulatory programme
with industry from 2003 until the Martin government fell in late 2005.
By that date, no regulations had been put in place. In separate negoti-
ations with the automobile industry, however, a voluntary agreement
to change vehicle design to reduce emissions by 25 per cent had been
agreed.

The Harper government, with its political support concentrated in
western Canada, took office with an obvious inclination to do as little
as possible on the issue. In autumn 2006 it announced a policy pack-
age which bundled together climate change and all other air pollution
issues, and which for the former was essentially a return to voluntarism.
At the time, however, Canada was chair of the UNFCCC COP, which
meant that each international meeting resulted in considerable press
attention to the gap between Canada’s formal role and the implicit gov-
ernment policy of abandoning Kyoto. That publicity was coupled with
mounting support for action in public opinion polls. On 26 January
2007, a Toronto newspaper reported a poll showing that when asked
‘what is the most important issue facing Canada’ 26 per cent of respon-
dents cited ‘environment’ – beating the usual top-of-mind issues such as
health, education or terrorism (Laghi 2007). The pollster said that: ‘It’s
developed a top-of-mind salience the likes of which we’ve never seen
before . . . In 30 years of tracking, we’ve never had over 20 per cent say-
ing they think this is the most important issue’ (Laghi 2007). This shift
in public opinion led the Harper government to re-instate the previ-
ous government’s regulatory programme. The April 2007 policy requires
industry to reduce its emissions intensity by 18 per cent by 2010 or
pay C$15 for each tonne of emissions over the regulatory limit (Envi-
ronment Canada 2007). The government also intends to translate the
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Douglas Macdonald 229

voluntary 25 per cent motor vehicle reduction target into a regulatory
programme.

The second policy instrument used by the federal government since
ratification has been public spending, both as contributions to provin-
cial programmes and for technology development. By the time the
Martin government’s spring 2005 budget was released, total federal gov-
ernment spending commitments totalled approximately C$10 billion,
stretching through to the end of the 2012 Kyoto period (Canada 2007).
The Harper government initially reduced spending in 2006 but, again
pressured by public opinion, announced plans to spend $4.5 billion on
environment in its 2007 budget, the bulk of it on climate (Simpson et al.
2007).

The three instruments of voluntarism, slow-moving intensity-based
regulation and spending have been the only ones used to date by the
Canadian government. A national emissions trading system has been
studied, but no serious steps to implement it have yet been taken. No
significant transportation policies, such as major funding increases for
rail or urban transit, have been introduced, and no economic instru-
ments, such as gasoline taxes to change incentives facing individual
Canadians, have been used. Additionally, no attempt has been made
to develop an explicit climate-energy policy. However, the Chrétien,
Martin and Harper governments have all remained committed to max-
imum expansion of oil and gas exports to the USA, most notably from
the Alberta oil-sands, while Harper has talked about Canada becom-
ing an energy super-power. This basic conflict between energy policy
and climate policy has been noted by a federal government watch-dog
agency: ‘First and foremost, the government needs to clearly state how it
intends to reconcile the need to reduce greenhouse gas emissions against
expected growth in the oil and gas sector’ (Commissioner of Environ-
ment and Sustainable Development 2006: 12). No such statement has
been made.

The only province to have introduced legal emissions requirements
is Alberta, which, like the Harper government, has adopted a policy
objective much weaker than the Kyoto goal and has used intensity-
based standards. Some provincial governments have begun, in a hesitant
manner, to introduce policies to increase land-use densities, support
public transit and require that a portion of electricity be generated from
renewable sources. However, a 2006 assessment by the David Suzuki
Foundation (2006: 3) concluded that: ‘Many provinces and territories
still do not have climate change plans. Of those who do, few use the
kinds of policies that have been shown to work elsewhere: regulations,
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230 Explaining the Failure of Canadian Climate Policy

a cap-and-trade system for greenhouse gases, financial disincentives like
pollution fees and taxes.’

Throughout the period 1992–2007, elected leaders at the federal and
provincial levels have worked to minimize the political cost of cli-
mate policy by favouring appearance over substance. The two periods
of extensive and well-publicized multistakeholder consultation, 1993–
1995 and 1998–2000, had the effect of delaying policy action and
simultaneously giving an image of serious attention to the issue. The pri-
mary instruments used between 1995 and 2002, voluntary programmes
for both industry and individual Canadians (the latter a One-Tonne Chal-
lenge presented primarily through television advertising), were also well
publicized through annual awards and media advertising. Publicity is
an essential component of voluntary programmes, since they rely on
peer pressure rather than sanctions or financial incentives. For that rea-
son, they are ideally suited for governments seeking to appear to be
taking action. The decision to limit regulatory requirements to emis-
sions intensity, rather than absolute caps was, conversely, relegated to
the fine print of successive federal government plans. Politicians at all
levels have talked at length about their commitment to action, while
assiduously avoiding policy instruments which might be both effective
and for that reason produce strong political resistance.

The policy dialogue respecting this policy failure

Academic and professional analysis the barriers blocking successful
Canadian climate policy group into four categories: (i) the magnitude of
the challenge; (ii) political opposition from energy-intensive industrial
sectors and some provinces, most notably Alberta; (iii) the basic facts of
both regionalism, with its associated differing economic interests, and
the Canadian federal system of shared jurisdiction by the two senior lev-
els of government; and (iv) inadequacies within the federal government
administrative structure.

Magnitude of the challenge

Jeffrey Simpson, a political columnist with the influential Toronto
newspaper, The Globe and Mail, has repeatedly noted the fact that
both the Canadian population and the economy have experienced
considerable growth since the early 1980s, exceeding that of climate-
policy leaders such as Germany. In addition, he notes economic
growth is based on energy-intensive industries, such as the western
oil-sands, concluding that: ‘No other G8 country faces these pressures’

10.1057/9780230594678 – Turning Down the Heat: The Politics 
of Climate Policy in Affluent Democracies, H. Compston; I. Bailey

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 m

at
er

ia
l f

ro
m

 p
al

gr
av

ec
on

ne
ct

.c
om

. N
o 

re
pr

od
uc

tio
n 

or
 d

is
tri

bu
tio

n,
 in

cl
ud

in
g 

vi
a 

w
eb

si
te

s,
 is

 p
er

m
itt

ed
 w

ith
ou

t t
he

 w
rit

te
n 

pe
rm

is
si

on
 o

f P
al

gr
av

e 
M

ac
m

ill
an

 –
 ri

gh
ts

@
pa

lg
ra

ve
.c

om

Mailto:rights@palgrave.com


Douglas Macdonald 231

(Simpson et al. 2007: 85). Similarly, Samson (2001), Toner et al. (2001)
and Bjorn et al. (2002) point to the basic challenges of geography (long
distances, cold winters, hot summers) and the importance of energy to
the Canadian economy, while the Canadian Council of Chief Executives
additionally stresses the effects of immigration and growing population
(d’Aquino 2002–2003). Harrison and Sundstrom (2007) also document
the fact that the Canadian Kyoto target represented a 29 per cent reduc-
tion of emissions below the ‘business-as-usual’ projection for 2010. The
EU target on the other hand, due to the UK’s switch from coal to gas and
the closure of energy-inefficient plants in Germany after reunification,
represents only a three to nine per cent cut below 2010 business-as-usual
(Harrison and Sundstrom 2007).

The magnitude of the challenge has also been pointed out by the
Canadian government. In 2007, the Harper government used cost argu-
ments to justify its refusal to follow policy recommendations from the
opposition parties which, they claimed, would have allowed Canada to
meet the Kyoto goal by 2012. Although it made no comparisons with
other Kyoto signatories, it argued that meeting the Kyoto target would
require a 25 per cent rise in unemployment, a 50 per cent rise in the
cost of electricity, a 60 per cent rise in gasoline prices, a C$4000 drop
in annual disposable family income and a 6.5 per cent GDP decline,
prompting ‘a recession comparable to the one in 1981–1982, which
stands as the largest recession to date in Canada since Second World
War II’ (Canada 2007: 2).

Political opposition

As noted, the announcement by Jean Chrétien in 2001 that his govern-
ment planned to ratify the Kyoto Protocol provoked the largest political
battle over environmental policy yet seen in Canada. Prior to that, busi-
ness had consistently pressed publicly for only voluntary instruments to
be deployed. After ratification and the federal government decision to
move to regulatory instruments, it seems reasonable to assume industry
has played an obstructionist role during subsequent private negotiations
between 2003 and 2007. This business opposition has been noted by sev-
eral commentators (Bernstein and Gore 2001; Macdonald 2003, 2007;
Macdonald et al. 2004; Simpson et al. 2007).

Similarly, analysts have pointed to the blocking role played by Alberta.
Smith (1998: 14) noted that: ‘Clearly, Alberta has played, and will con-
tinue to play, a key role in climate policy development, as it protects
its interests and those of the oil industry’ (see also Macdonald 2003;
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232 Explaining the Failure of Canadian Climate Policy

May 2003; Urquhart 2003). Rabe (2005) also points to the fact that the
Alberta blocking role has not been countered by strong leadership from
any other provinces, while Urquhart (2003: 25) makes the same point:
‘genuine leadership on the Kyoto file, is nowhere to be seen in Canada’s
capital cities’.

Regionalism and federalism

Canada’s population is spread in a long, thin line north of the US
boundary and divided into four distinct regions: British Columbia on
the Pacific coast; the West; the industrial heartland of Ontario and
Quebec, with the latter being distinguished by separate language and
culture; and Atlantic Canada. These regions have very different incen-
tives in respect of energy and climate change. Alberta and Saskatchewan
dominate Canadian oil and natural gas production, a considerable por-
tion of which is exported to the USA. In recent years, the billions
of dollars invested in the Alberta oil-sands have caused a booming
provincial economy. Energy users, on the other hand, are concentrated
in Ontario and Quebec, although Quebec meets the majority of its
energy needs through relatively inexpensive hydro-electricity. Doern
and Gattinger (2003: 25) note that: ‘Canada has replicated within its
borders some of the basic producer-consumer conflicts seen on the
world stage between the Western OECD consumer countries and OPEC
oil-producing countries’. Macdonald et al. (2004) highlight these differ-
ing regional economic interests as an important explanatory factor in
Canadian climate policy, in particular the contrast between Quebec’s
willingness to act and Alberta’s veto role.

The facts of regionalism and language identity led to the creation of
Canada in 1867 as a federated state. In terms of whether the institutional
scaffolding of Canadian federalism is strong enough to contain these
regional energy and climate change interests, Winfield and Macdonald
(2007) have compared two case studies of federal-provincial environ-
mental policy. In the first, the system has been able to put in place
harmonized environmental policy for toxic substances. With respect to
climate, however, the system broke down completely when the federal
government moved to ratify Kyoto in 2002. They explain this by point-
ing to differences in federal government motivation and the inherent
weakness of the federal-provincial system, which could not accommo-
date the Alberta blocking role (also Harrison 2006; Meadowcroft 2007).
Rabe (2005) has also noted that, throughout the federal-provincial pro-
cess, provinces have spent more time and energy defending their own
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Douglas Macdonald 233

interests – by warding off stronger policy instruments which might
damage provincial economies and by seeking federal funding – than in
cooperating to develop effective national policy.

The fourth argument, that policy failure stemmed partially from
administrative weaknesses in the Canadian government, has been made
by a number of analysts. Smith (1998), Macdonald et al. (2004) and
Simpson et al. (2007) all stress the conflict between the two lead federal
departments – Environment Canada and Natural Resources Canada –
as an impediment both to the development of effective federal policy
and to the Canadian government’s ability to coordinate provincial poli-
cies. Simpson et al. (2007) claim that the federal government’s inability
to manage inter-departmental conflicts (similar to those which exist in
all governments between environmental departments and departments
with mandates for industrial development) was due to Jean Chrétien’s
hands-off management style and willingness to leave files in the hands
of his ministers. The federal Commissioner of Environment and Sustain-
able Development, a watch-dog federal agency located within the office
of the Auditor-General, has also pointed to administrative inadequacies
within the federal government (2006: 10).

Our audits identified weaknesses in the government-wide system
of accountability for climate change. Coordinating committees and
mechanisms that once existed have been phased out and have not
been replaced. A lack of central ownership, clearly defined depart-
mental responsibilities, integrated strategies, and ongoing evaluation
systems all point to problems in the government’s management of
the climate change initiative.

A possible fifth explanation, the reliance on voluntary policy instru-
ments, and more particularly the VCR initiative, has been heavily
criticized by environmentalists and academics. As Rivers and Jaccard
(2005: 307) note: ‘federal government climate change policy over the
last decade has emphasized noncompulsory policies such as volun-
tarism, information provision, and modest subsidies. These policies are
designed primarily to engender minimal political resistance, and have
been relatively ineffective’. The choice of ineffective instruments is cer-
tainly a cause of policy failure but also a symptom of wider failures. In
the following section I offer my own explanation for the choice of inef-
fective instruments and Canada’s associated inability to achieve climate
policy objectives.
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234 Explaining the Failure of Canadian Climate Policy

Explaining policy failure

Given the history of Canadian climate policy, two failures in fact
need explaining: that of the federal-provincial policy process which
functioned from 1992 to 2002, and that of the unilateral federal
and provincial policy-making which succeeded it. The first requires
an understanding of why Alberta was strong enough to prevent any
instrument other than voluntarism being used. The second requires
exploration of why the federal government and pro-Kyoto provinces
such as Quebec, once acting alone and free of the Alberta blocking role
in the federal-provincial decision-making process, have remained reluc-
tant to use stronger instruments. I first assess each by discussing the
adequacy of the four explanatory factors reviewed above.

The fact that geography and growth of the economy and population
have meant that Canada faces a larger challenge than other Annex 1
countries is, arguably, irrelevant because Canadian policy, both national
and unilateral federal, has to all intents and purposes had no impact on
annual increases in emissions. The magnitude of the challenge might
explain partial policy failure but cannot explain the complete failure
which has flowed from the decision to use ineffective instruments.

There is stronger evidence that two of the other explanations given
above, federalism and inadequacies in the federal government policy
process, constitute part of the explanation. By themselves, however,
they cannot provide a full answer. The Canadian constitution gives the
federal government all the powers necessary to make more effective
national policy, including disallowance of provincial laws. Such pow-
ers cannot be exercised, however, in a country continually facing the
threat of provincial separatism. The de facto federal-provincial system,
accordingly, is very weak, roughly analogous to international regimes,
which are hampered by the right of sovereign states to opt out of any
agreement. However, even this system could have generated stronger
policy had two other conditions been different: first, an engaged and
determined federal government and, second, at least one province com-
mitted to strong action on climate change and prepared to play the
role California traditionally has with respect to US air pollution pol-
icy. In the same way, a committed Prime Minister could have used
constitutional powers to solve the problem of feuding federal depart-
ments. Accordingly, we must look not only to the system but also to
another factor, the lack of commitment and political will on the part of the
Chrétien, Martin and Harper governments and also among all Canadian
provinces.
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Douglas Macdonald 235

This lack of political will is directly related to the fourth factor dis-
cussed above, opposition by business and some provinces. Although
this provides a large part of the explanation, the political strength of
those opposing a policy measure cannot be considered in isolation but
instead must be considered relative to that of those supporting the mea-
sure. In this case, opposition to stronger climate policy measures was
able to succeed because of the absence of politically strong support from
either public opinion or the environmentalists for whom such opinion
is the major source of political power. Essentially, the political weakness
of the Canadian environmental movement is also a key explanation for
the lack of commitment in Ottawa or any of the provincial capitals.

Accordingly, I argue that to understand the failure of both national
and federal government policy we must look, first, to the lack of federal
government leadership and, second, to the lack of a provincial cham-
pion to support federal leadership. Both factors in turn rest upon a third:
the relative weakness of Canadian environmentalism and its inability to
counter business and provincial opposition. I discuss each briefly and
then conclude by suggesting the primary action required of a committed
federal government.

Part of the explanation for federal government inaction can be found
in the ideologies of the governing Liberal and Conservative parties. The
former is a centrist party which has governed for a large part of the
twentieth century by moulding its principles to fit current political fash-
ions. Lacking any strong commitment to environmentalism, it had a
relatively poor record during its time in office between 1993 and 2005.
Prime Minister Chrétien intervened to push for stronger climate pol-
icy in 1997 and again in 2002, but otherwise ignored the issue. Harper
leads a party which pays marginally more attention to core principles,
but these tend to favour markets over environment. Despite this, the
record shows that both parties have responded to pressure from envi-
ronmentalists. The Liberals ran on a strong pro-environment platform
in 1993, in the aftermath of the Rio conference, when popular support
for environmentalism was just beginning to ebb. The Conservative party
responded to public opinion in the spring of 2007, strengthening the cli-
mate policy it had announced the previous year. Had the pressure which
influenced policy in 1993 and again in 2007 been sustained during the
intervening years, it is fair to speculate that ideology would not have
prevented either party from acting more decisively.

In terms of provincial champions, Ontario has traditionally stood
shoulder to shoulder with the federal government on major national
issues. In this case, however, Ontario was governed from 1995 to 2003
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236 Explaining the Failure of Canadian Climate Policy

by the Mike Harris and Ernie Eves neoliberal governments, which explic-
itly took their cue from the Reagan US and Thatcher UK administrations.
They were replaced by the current Liberal government which has a
somewhat stronger environmental record, but which is hampered on
climate change by the importance of the motor vehicle industry to
the Ontario economy. Nor has the inward-looking Parti Québécois gov-
ernment, in power for most of this period with a mandate to lead
the province out of confederation, had any interest in leading policy
development at national level.

Finally, there is the question of why the Canadian environmental
movement has lacked the political power necessary to force provincial or
federal governments to put in place stronger policy. The answer does not
appear to lie in differences in agency power. No empirical studies have
been completed of the financial and staffing resources committed by the
two camps to lobbying on climate policy since the early 1990s. How-
ever, personal communications indicate that, aside from the oil and gas
industry spending millions of dollars on anti-ratification public adver-
tising in 2002, neither camp has had more than ten to twenty people
working full time on the issue (personal communication 2003).

This rough parity in agency power, however, does not carry over to
structural power. Two aspects of the Canadian institutional structure
limit the power of environmentalists relative to business. The first is the
Westminster-style electoral system, which disadvantages marginal par-
ties whose strength is not geographically concentrated. The Green Party
has achieved nearly ten per cent of the popular vote in recent elections,
but the geographic dispersal of this support has prevented it from elect-
ing a single member to the federal House of Commons or a provincial
legislature.

Secondly, the environmental policy-making process guarantees pri-
vate, elite-level access to business and for the most part denies it to
environmentalists, since the essence of Canadian environmental regu-
lation is private regulator–firm negotiation. The results of that structural
advantage are evident in the history of Canadian climate policy-making.
The one climate-policy battle which business has lost was the 2002
ratification decision. When the issue lacked salience prior to that, busi-
ness was able to convince governments to rely on voluntary measures
and since then, in private negotiations, it has been able to ensure that
climate regulation remained relatively toothless. The visibility of the
ratification process mobilized a number of supporters beyond the envi-
ronmental movements, such as labour, health and backbench federal
Liberal MPs. Business success since then, after the policy process reverted
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Douglas Macdonald 237

to private negotiation, confirms Smith’s finding (2000) that business is
more likely to win policy battles in private than in public.

Beyond these institutional weaknesses, Canadian environmentalism
suffers from the fact that public opinion has been placated by the gov-
ernment strategy of giving the appearance of action, while avoiding the
substance. As far as we know, the Harper government policy announce-
ment of April 2007 resolved its political problem, despite the weakness
of the regulatory regime announced and the failure to commit to the
Kyoto target. For all these reasons, environmentalists have been unable
to counter business opposition to stronger climate policy.

Conclusion

To summarize, Canadian climate-change policy-making during the
20-year period starting with the 1988 Toronto conference has been
characterized by brief bursts of policy activism, interpolating a consis-
tent refusal by federal and provincial policy-makers to engage seriously
with the issue. The former occurred at the times of the 1988 Toronto
conference; support for the UNFCCC at Rio in 1992 followed by early
ratification; willingness to accept a challenging policy objective at Kyoto
in 1997; ratification in 2002, in the face of considerable opposition; and
the policy reversal by the Harper government in spring 2007. Between
those intervals, policy-makers have given the appearance of action,
through consultation, study and successive action plans, but have con-
sistently avoided introducing more coercive policy instruments. This
is because, with the exceptions of those brief moments, opponents of
meaningful policy have generally been able to muster more power to
influence to policy than have environmentalists.

Given this history, two things are needed for Canada to put in place
stronger climate policy. The first is more powerful pressure to counter-
act the business lobby and prod Canadian governments, particularly the
federal government, into action. Second, once so motivated, the fed-
eral government will need new strategies to address the political barriers
which to date have blocked more radical action.

In terms of the first, pressure has to come from two sources – exter-
nally, from other states, most notably those of the EU, and from the
governance institutions of the UNFCCC – and internally, from Cana-
dian environmentalists. Canadian Prime Ministers have responded to
pressure from other heads of state in the past, making it reasonable to
predict that they will do so again. Pressure from the UNFCCC govern-
ing institutions can only come in the form of increased auditing and
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238 Explaining the Failure of Canadian Climate Policy

public reporting on Canada’s performance. This in turn will depend
on increased financial and staffing resources for environmental regime
governance, something badly needed but beyond the control of any
one country. Environmentalists within the country, however, could do
more than they have to date to raise the visibility of climate policy
during periods between bursts of government activity, when Canadi-
ans return to assuming that the issue is well in hand. They could divert
resources from other issues to focus lobbying on climate; they could cre-
ate a new, high-profile pan-Canadian coalition of groups pressing for
climate action (churches, labour unions, cities, renewable energy indus-
tries, health groups and Arctic communities suffering climate impacts);
they could more actively recruit champions within the world of finance
and industry, much as George Soros does on global capitalism; and
they could do more to tailor their message to new Canadians, immi-
grants speaking different languages and with different world views, who
are an untapped resource. Above all, they should publish more policy
analysis to show Canadians that the appearance of policy action cre-
ated by successive governments is not matched by the reality. As noted,
although recent polls show high public concern for the issue, the Harper
government was still able to appease this while taking minimal policy
action.

If such actions were to succeed, a motivated federal government
would still have to surmount the basic political challenge stemming
from Canada’s federal governance structure and the fact that provinces
like Alberta have both constitutional jurisdiction and strong economic
incentives to oppose action. Here, the federal government must adopt
a new strategy. As we have seen, it initially engaged in national lowest-
common denominator decision-making, with the result that Alberta’s
veto power guaranteed continued reliance on voluntary instruments.
Once that process ended in 2002, the federal government ignored
Alberta while attempting unilaterally to regulate large industrial emit-
ters. To achieve national success, however, the federal government must
bargain with, not ignore, opposing provincial interests. The federal gov-
ernment has to actualize the principle enunciated in 1997 that no region
should bear an undue portion of the total national cost. This means that,
perverse as it may sound, one of Canada’s wealthiest provinces will have
to be compensated.

There are several ways in which this might be done. The federal
government might coordinate a process whereby the provinces pub-
licly bargain over their share of total emission reductions, much in
the way UNFCCC parties bargained at Kyoto. Instead of all provinces
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Douglas Macdonald 239

cutting emissions by the same relative amount, recognition would be
given to Alberta’s ‘national circumstances’. Beyond that, the federal
government might increase subsidies for technological development in
Alberta industries, ideally financed by some form of carbon tax. The
Harper government is already putting in place a technology devel-
opment fund financed by carbon charges. Explicitly deciding that a
portion of those revenues would flow to Alberta industries might help
to bring the province back into the national policy process. Whether
through these or other measures, the federal government has to send
a tough-love message to Alberta and the other oil-producing provinces
that it understands their position and will assist, but will no longer turn
a blind eye to their inaction.
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Climate Policy in the USA: State
and Regional Leadership
Allison M. Chatrchyan and Pamela M. Doughman

Introduction

As Brewer and Pease noted in Chapter 5, several obstacles continue to
inhibit the enactment of comprehensive federal climate change policies
in the USA, including divisions within government and an increasing
polarization of politics; well-entrenched interests that favour the sta-
tus quo; and low public awareness or interest in addressing climate
change. If the analysis of US climate politics ended there, the prospects
would look dire indeed. Luckily, developments at sub-national level sug-
gest a more hopeful picture, with significant policies being adopted to
reduce greenhouse gas emissions at the state, regional and local lev-
els. Rabe (2006: 18) observes that ‘the burgeoning state role must be
seen as not merely an extension of existing authority but rather a new
movement . . .driven by a set of factors distinct to the issue of climate
change’, including climate impacts, economic development and advo-
cacy coalitions for strong climate policy action within key arms of
government.

Building on Rabe’s observations, this chapter argues that the climate
policies of California, New York and other states and regional initiatives
represent a new kind and depth of leadership. This new state leader-
ship is made possible by the federalist nature of US politics and key
states’ willingness to embrace the idea that becoming climate leaders
is in their economic and environmental interests. These state climate
leaders hold very different conceptions of climate science, economic
considerations and ethical perspectives than the G. W. Bush Administra-
tion and have been willing to act on those convictions. As of July 2007,
the population of California and the ten Northeastern states was almost
85.3million, 28.3 per cent of the US population (US Census Bureau
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242 Climate Policy in US States

2007). Their combined CO2 emissions from fossil fuel combustion alone
in 2004 were almost 1028 million tonnes of CO2 (MtCO2), more than
18 per cent of total US CO2 emissions (US Environmental Protection
Agency [US EPA] 2007a; 2007b). For comparison, Germany’s total CO2

emissions in 2004, including emissions from fossil-fuel combustion and
other sources, were about 897MtCO2, less than California and the ten
Northeastern states combined (United Nations Framework Convention
on Climate Change 2007). Clearly, the greenhouse gas reductions of
these states are important in a national and a global context.

Climate policies at the state level

Federal efforts to reduce greenhouse gas emissions intensity in the USA
have so far failed to curb the overall growth in US emissions because
they have not been coupled with mandatory reductions, strong tech-
nology development incentives and market mechanisms (COG 2006a).
As Brewer and Pease noted in Chapter 5, of the 50 major climate policies
summarized in President Bush’s Climate Action Report of 2002, only six
were regulatory; the rest were voluntary.

Faced with inadequate action at the federal level, several US states
began adopting their own policy measures on climate change in the
late 1990s. While climate leadership at the state level in the late
1990s and early 2000s was largely limited to California, New York
and a few other early adopters, by 2007–2008 the tide had begun
changing, with the majority of the 50 US states beginning to have
some climate policies in place. This not only includes the tradition-
ally liberal-democratic states of California and the Northeast but now
includes some of the most conservative states of America’s heartland.
According to the National Caucus of Environmental Legislators (NCEL
2007), 39 states considered 349 climate change proposals in their
legislatures in 2007 (Billings 2007). US states have adopted numer-
ous climate policies, including requirements for the use of renewable
energy and mandatory greenhouse gas emissions reduction targets (see
Table 13.1).

California’s climate change policies

California has had longstanding policies supporting energy efficiency,
pollution reduction and renewable energy. In the late 1990s, these were
portrayed as ‘no regrets’ policies because they were beneficial to the
economy for non-climate-related purposes and also set California on
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Table 13.1 State policies on climate change, as of March 2008

Climate policies State action

Active climate legislative
commissions or executive branch
advisory groups

23 states including California and
New York

Greenhouse gas emissions targets 17 states adopted, including
California AB32, Maine, New York

States adopting California’s
Automobile Emissions Standards for
cars and light trucks, which will
include a greenhouse gas
emissions standard with model
year 2009

14 states adopted or are in the process
of adopting

Renewable Portfolio Standard
(RPS) requiring energy companies
to procure a certain percentage of
their power from renewable
resources by a certain date

24 states adopted in some form

Regional cap-and-trade
programmes

21 states participating in WCI (7 and
British Columbia, Manitoba), RGGI
(10) or Midwestern Regional
Greenhouse Gas Reduction Accord
(6 states plus Manitoba). Observers:
RGGI (1), WCI (6 states, 3 Canadian
provinces, 4 Mexican states),
Midwestern (3)

Source: NCEL (2007); Western Climate Initiative (WCI) (2008a; 2008b).

a path to respond to growing concerns about the effects of human-
caused greenhouse gas emissions (CEC 1998). Since 2000, California has
adopted numerous additional climate policies, the most significant of
which are described below.

In 2001, the California Climate Action Registry (CCAR) was estab-
lished by California statute as a non-profit public–private partnership
to record and register voluntary greenhouse gas emissions reductions
made after 1990. As of January 2008, 319 organizations were partici-
pating in the programme (CCAR 2007). Law AB1493, enacted in 2002,
requires personal vehicles inmodel year 2009 and later sold in California
to meet a greenhouse gas emission standard (OCLI 2002). This law
has drawn recent national media attention because its implementation
requires US Environmental Protection Agency (US EPA) approval of a
waiver for California under the Clean Air Act. If a waiver is granted,
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244 Climate Policy in US States

other states may adopt the federal standard or the California standard.
In December 2007, the US EPA denied the waiver, which prompted
California, 15 other states and five environmental groups to file a suit
against the US EPA (Barringer 2008). At least 16 states are poised to
adopt California’s vehicle greenhouse gas emissions standard if the
waiver is granted (Broder and Barringer, 2007). In June 2005, California
Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger, a Republican, issued Executive Order
S-3-05, which set greenhouse gas targets for California to reach 2000
emissions levels by 2010; 1990 emissions levels by 2020; and an 80 per
cent reduction below 1990 levels by 2050. The Executive Order also
created the California Climate Action Team to implement emissions
reduction programmes and report on progress.

Perhaps most important and well known of California’s legisla-
tion is AB 32, the Global Warming Solutions Act, which Governor
Schwarzenegger signed into law in September 2006. AB 32 puts into law
the Governor’s second target of reducing greenhouse gas emissions to
1990 levels by 2020 and states that California intends to continue reduc-
ing emissions after 2020. AB 32 also directs the California Air Resources
Board to adopt regulations to achieve the maximum technologically fea-
sible and cost-effective emissions reductions in support of achieving the
statewide greenhouse gas emissions limit. It is also the first state pro-
gramme in the USA to mandate an economy-wide emissions cap with
enforceable penalties (Pew Center 2007a). AB 32 addresses the role of
sub-national action on this global environmental problem as follows:
‘National and international actions are necessary to fully address the
issue of global warming. However, action taken by California to reduce
emissions of greenhouse gases will have far-reaching effects by encour-
aging other states, the federal government, and other countries to act’
(OCLI 2006).

In January 2007, the Governor also issued Executive Order S-01-07,
establishing a target to reduce the carbon intensity of California’s trans-
portation fuels by at least ten per cent by 2020 and directing the
California Air Resources Board to develop a Low Carbon Fuel Standard
for transportation fuels in California. The Governor also urged the Bush
administration to do more to address climate change (COG 2007):

When it comes to energy and alternative fuels, California is setting
the standard for reducing our dependence on fossil fuel by establish-
ing the first Low-Carbon Fuel Standard. Like my order on alternative
fuel, I believe it is critical that any policy from the President or
Congress has teeth and is not just a noble concept.
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Climate change policies in New York

Since the late 1990s, New York and California have almost been in a
friendly competition to be the strongest state leader on climate change.
New York has longstanding policies supporting energy efficiency, pollu-
tion reduction and renewable energy. In 1996, Governor Pataki, also a
Republican, proposed the Clean Water/Clean Air Bond Act, approved by
New York voters in 1996, to include $55million for clean-fuelled vehi-
cles and buses, and worked to promote the biofuels industry. New York
established a System Benefit Charge on the sale of electricity to sup-
port energy efficiency, renewable energy and environmental research in
1998, and established the NY Energy Smart Program to be administered
by the New York State Energy Research and Development Authority
(NYSERDA 2008). The Governor established a Greenhouse Gas Task
Force in 2001 to assist in developing policy recommendations and
strategies to reduce New York’s emissions. Also that year, Governor
Pataki issued Executive Order 111, Green and Clean State Buildings and
Vehicles Guidelines, which requires the state government to achieve, by
2010, a reduction in energy use of 35 per cent relative to 1990 levels
and the purchasing of 20 per cent of its energy from renewable energy
sources (CACP 2005).

New York’s comprehensive State Energy Plan was adopted in 2002 and
set a greenhouse gas emissions reduction goal of five per cent below
1990 levels by 2010 and ten per cent below 1990 levels by 2020 (CACP
2005). Other programmes adopted under Governor Pataki include a
state tax credit passed in 2000 for the construction and rehabilitation of
‘green buildings’; a renewable portfolio standard requiring 25 per cent
clean energy by 2013; and adoption of California’s zero emission vehi-
cle rule (CACP 2005). In 2005, Governor Pataki signed Executive Order
No. 142 Directing State Agencies and Authorities to Diversify Fuel and Heat-
ing Oil Supplies Through the Use of Biofuels in State Vehicles and Buildings
(State of New York Executive Chamber 2005).

New York also initiated three programmes in the transportation and
energy efficiency sectors: the Clean-Fueled Bus Program; the Advanced
Travel Center Electrification Program for use by truckers along New York
State highways to reduce idling, fuel consumption and emissions; and
the Keep Cool Air Conditioner Bounty Program to reduce peak demand
for electricity (Pew Center 2008). New York State also provided leader-
ship in the initial development and backing of the Regional Greenhouse
Gas Initiative (RGGI), which is discussed further below.

New York is continuing to move ahead with progressive climate
change policies. In April 2007, former New York Governor Spitzer
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246 Climate Policy in US States

announced the most aggressive plan of any state to reduce global
warming, while addressing the economic problems resulting from ris-
ing energy prices in New York, which now are the second highest in the
nation behind Hawaii. The 15 by 15 plan is projected to cut the state’s
electrical consumption by 15 per cent from levels forecasted for 2015,
while building enough clean generating capacity to lower power costs
(Iwanowicz 2008). Spitzer also created a more robust Climate Change
Office within the New York State Department of Environmental Con-
servation (DEC), with a dedicated staff of 12 scientists, economists and
policy analysts, which is critically important, since the state ‘is on the
verge of creating the United States’ first greenhouse gas cap-and-trade
system’ through the RGGI (Moore, quoted in Klein 2007). These climate
change policies and programmes are being continued under New York
Governor David Paterson, a Democrat sworn in to office in March 2008
upon Spitzer’s resignation.

Regional climate initiatives in the USA

In addition to activities within their territories, California and New
York have been instrumental in encouraging neighbouring states to
start addressing climate change through regional initiatives. By the end
of 2007, 23 states were participating in regional cap-and-trade pro-
grammes, with nine states participating as observers (see Figure 13.1).
Regional climate change initiatives are more efficient than individual
state programmes since they eliminate duplication of efforts, include
a broader geographical area and create more uniform regulations (Pew
Center 2007b).

In 2003, New York’s Governor Pataki invited 11 state governors from
the Northeast to Mid-Atlantic region to participate in a regional pro-
gramme to reduce greenhouse gas emissions from power plants (RGGI
2008a). The RGGI now includes 10 states from Maine to Maryland. It
was the first regional group to agree to develop a mandatory cap-and-
trade programme in the USA, capping emissions at current levels from
2009 to 2014, with a ten per cent reduction by 2019 (RGGI 2007a). To
guide participants’ implementation of the programme, RGGI issued a
Model Rule in August 2006 (RGGI 2008b). A critical aspect of the RGGI
cap-and-trade programme is that emissions allowances will be auctioned
off, rather than allocated for free, in contrast to the first two phases of
the European Union’s emissions trading scheme. The sale of allowances
will generate funds for projects that reduce greenhouse gas emissions
further (DEC 2007; 2008; RGGI 2007a).
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Figure 13.1 Regional initiatives to address climate change in the USA
Source: Pew Center (2007a).

RGGI states have agreed to participate in regional auctions of CO2

allowances on a quarterly basis, and also have agreed to a number
of design elements for the mandatory cap-and-trade-system. In March
2008, the participating states announced that the first RGGI allowance
auctions will be held in September and December 2008, while the first
compliance period for the programme will begin in January 2009. In
his announcement of this milestone, Pete Grannis, the NY DEC Com-
missioner, noted, ‘Climate change is the most significant environmental
problem of our generation.’ He also said, ‘Absent federal leadership, the
Northeast andMid-Atlantic states of RGGI are taking action to cut green-
house gas emissions and reduce their impact on the environment. Our
CO2 auction will be the first in the nation and should be replicated at
the federal level’ (RGGI 2008c).
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248 Climate Policy in US States

In September 2003, the Governors of California, Oregon and
Washington initiated the West Coast Governors’ Global Warming Initia-
tive to explore joint greenhouse gas-reduction strategies and increase the
use of clean and diversified energy resources across the region (California
Climate Change Portal 2004; West Coast Governors’ Global Warm-
ing Initiative 2004). Following California’s leadership, the five Western
States of Arizona, California, New Mexico, Oregon and Washington
banded together in February 2007 to form the Western Climate Initia-
tive (WCI) to develop regional strategies to address climate change (WCI
2008a). The Canadian province of British Columbia joined the WCI in
April 2007, followed later in 2007 by Utah and Montana. WCI now
includes six more US states (Alaska, Colorado, Idaho, Kansas, Nevada
and Wyoming) (see Figure 13.1), three Canadian Provinces (Ontario,
Quebec and Saskatchewan) and four Mexican states (Chihuahua, Nuevo
Leon, Sonora and Tamaulipas) as observers (WCI 2008b). In August
2007, WCI partners set a regional target to cut greenhouse gas emis-
sions to 15 per cent cut below 2005 levels by 2020. The WCI partners
are developing a market-based mechanism to help achieve this goal, the
design of which was projected to be completed by August 2008 (WCI
2008a).

Governor Schwarzenegger has also signed a series of cooperative
agreements on climate change with international leaders, including the
then British Prime Minister Tony Blair (COG 2006b) and the premier of
the Canadian province of Manitoba. Regarding the latter, the Governor’s
press release explained:

The science is clear. The global warming debate is over. We have a
responsibility to act decisively to slow or even stop climate change.
But California cannot do it alone. Reducing greenhouse gas emissions
is a global effort.

(COG 2006c)

Until late 2007, the states involved in developing regional climate ini-
tiatives were the more liberal states on the Eastern and Western coasts.
However, in November 2007, more conservative states in the heartland
of the USA established an agreement to reduce emissions. Illinois, Iowa,
Kansas, Michigan, Minnesota and Wisconsin, along with the Canadian
Province of Manitoba and three other observer states (Indiana, Ohio and
South Dakota), established the third major regional climate initiative in
the USA, the Midwestern Regional Greenhouse Gas Reduction Accord.
Its members agreed to establish regional greenhouse gas reduction tar-
gets within 12 months, including a long-term target to reduce emissions
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to 60–80 per cent below current levels, and to develop a multi-sector
cap-and-trade system to help meet the targets (Pew Center 2007a; Office
of the Governor, Wisconsin 2007).

At the local level, a multitude of communities throughout the USA are
participating with the International Council for Local Environmental
Initiatives (ICLEI) Cities for Climate Protection Program, which requires
participating local governments to (i) establish greenhouse gas baselines;
(ii) set targets; (iii) develop local action plans; (iv) implement action
plans and (v) measure results. By October 2007, 28 towns and counties
in New York had signed up to the programme, while 78 cities, coun-
ties and water districts in California had adopted it (ICLEI 2008). More
than 800 municipalities in the USA have also signed the US Mayors’
Climate Protection Agreement, an effort led by the Seattle Mayor Greg
Nickels. This phenomenal degree of local action attests to a growing
energy of grass-roots, volunteer-led efforts within local civil society for
‘bottom-up’ action to address climate change in response to the absence
of federal climate change leadership.

Further greenhouse gas emissions reductions are needed

As Barker noted in Chapter 1, countries at the G8 meeting in 2007
agreed on the need to reduce global greenhouse gas emissions by at
least 50 per cent below 1990 levels by 2050, while Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change reports (IPCC 2007) state that CO2 emissions
reductions of 50–85 per cent from 2000 emissions will be required to
limit the global temperature rise to 2.0–2.4 ◦C above pre-industrial lev-
els. Although the near-term regional, state and local initiatives described
above would, if achieved, result in significant emissions reductions, it is
clear that further reductions are needed. Near-term measures should,
thus, be designed with a clear eye on facilitating deeper reductions in
the future (Schiller 2007). Current RGGI and WCI commitments do not
extend beyond 2020; however, a number of states and regional initia-
tives have adopted longer term reduction goals that are consistent with,
or exceed, the level of global emissions reductions recommended by the
G8 and IPCC. In most cases, however, the post-2020 targets are not yet
incorporated into state law (Pew Center 2007c).

Why are states taking the lead on climate change?

While the political window of opportunity has not yet opened for com-
prehensive, national climate change legislation in the USA, it is apparent
from the foregoing review that state and regional initiatives have been
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250 Climate Policy in US States

able to mobilize much greater political support for stronger climate
policies. A key explanation for this is the USA’s federal system of gov-
ernment, where sovereignty is divided between the central governing
authority and constituent political units. Within this system, states have
the authority to address climate change under the tenth amendment of
the US Constitution, which affirms that powers not delegated to the
USA by the Constitution, nor prohibited by it to the states, are reserved
to the states respectively, or to the people.

Regarding environmental policy, federalism provides the legal foun-
dation for states to experiment with policy solutions when the federal
government is inactive or insufficiently active. It also allows states to
tailor policy design and resources to meet local priorities and condi-
tions. Those who favour environmental policy devolution to the states
argue that local decision-makers better understand local issues, have bet-
ter local data and can use flexible, innovative methods that might not
work with a national approach (Rothenburg 2002). In addition, the Pew
Center reports that: ‘states have primary jurisdiction over many areas –
such as electric generation, agriculture, and land use – that are critical
to addressing climate change’ (Pew Center 2007d: 1). Policy devolu-
tion in this case also makes sense because climate change is expected
to have important, but uneven, impacts as a consequence of states’ dif-
fering geographies (e.g. coastal and interior states versus mountainous
and plains states).

In 2002, the Pew Center released the following summary of a study
by Barry Rabe on US climate polices at the state level (Pew Center 2002;
Rabe 2002):

. . . [S]tate actions on climate change play a unique role in over-
all climate change governance. The United States comprises diverse
regions, and individual state policies can be tailored to each state’s
strengths. State policies have the potential to spread among states,
as is occurring already with several of the programs featured in the
report. Successful state actions can become prototypes for federal
programs.

In the years since this report, many additional states have adopted cli-
mate policies and committed to regional initiatives. Equally, although
states have designed innovative environmental policies in the past,
state policies on climate change since 2000 show a new type of leader-
ship, emphasizing cooperation among states and across borders through
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regional climate change agreements. Historically, some states have
shown leadership in adopting environmental standards more stringent
than federal standards. For example, in developing its State Imple-
mentation Plan under the Clean Air Act, California showed important
leadership by adopting standards more stringent than required by the
Act. However, these standards were adopted within the context of a fed-
eral law that was already quite ambitious. In the case of climate change,
there is no ambitious federal law in place but the United States’ federal
structure has enabled policy action at the local, state and international
levels.

If federalism has been a key catalyst for states and regional initiatives,
and for states to apply pressure for federal government action, a core
reason for state governments to adopt stronger climate policies is the
desire to reduce the damages and costs of mitigation and adaptation.
This has been driven in no small part by state governments’ interpreta-
tions of scientific data on the observed and expected future impacts of
climate changes. The California EPA (CEPA 2005) reports that La Jolla
has seen about a 15 cm rise in sea level between 1900 and 2004. In
addition, average California spring snowmelt has decreased 12 per cent
between 1906 and 2004. Both these factors could have major impacts on
freshwater supplies and infrastructure. States in the Northeast are also
aware that their climate is changing in noticeable ways. According to
an October 2006 report from the Northeast Climate Impacts Assessment
(2006: 1): ‘temperatures have been rising, particularly in winter, and the
number of extremely hot days in summer has been increasing’. States
have, thus, been willing to take early action on climate change because
they perceive that reducing the amount of climate change also reduces
adaptation costs, while early investment in low carbon technologies can
stimulate state economies, create jobs and other first-mover advantages,
improve local air quality, and reduce exposure to volatile energy prices
(Pew Center 2007d).

Whatever the motivations of individual state governments, such state
leadership on climate change demonstrates the value of the ‘new feder-
alism’ to environmental policy in the USA: states may be better attuned
to their local constituencies and better able to adopt and hone diffi-
cult but necessary environmental mandates that are not yet politically
feasible at the federal level. For example, there are widely disparate pub-
lic conceptions and communications about climate science and policy
across the country. At a national level, the issue remains a low priority
for the average person (behind the economy, education and the Iraq
war), and a number of politicians have portrayed climate science as
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252 Climate Policy in US States

insufficiently certain to require mandatory greenhouse gas reductions
(White House 2001). The G. W. Bush administration has also portrayed
actions to reduce greenhouse gas emissions as imposing unacceptable
costs on the economy and has highlighted the negative effects of
policies to curb emissions on deserving groups such as working families:

For America, complying with those mandates would have a nega-
tive economic impact, with layoffs of workers and price increases for
consumers. And when you evaluate all these flaws, most reasonable
people will understand that it’s not sound public policy.

(White House 2001)

In California, on the other hand, there is greater public awareness of the
issue and more widespread support for state policy to address climate
change. A Public Policy Institute of California poll in July 2007 found
that:

[L]arge and growing proportions of residents are in favor of
California making its own policies, separate from the federal govern-
ment, to address global warming (54 per cent July 2005, 65 per cent
July 2006, 67 per cent today). . . .Reflecting their strong support
for state-level efforts, more than eight in 10 Californians . . . favor
the 2002 state law that requires all automakers to further reduce
greenhouse gas emissions from new cars in California beginning in
2009. Favor for this policy has been overwhelming among California
adult residents each time we asked about it over the past five years
(81 per cent June 2002, 80 per cent July 2003, 81 per cent July 2004,
77 per cent July 2005, 78 per cent July 2006, 84 per cent today).

(Baldassare et al. 2007: 11)

In California and the Northeastern states, greenhouse gas emissions
reduction is viewed, as well as an issue of public concern, as a busi-
ness opportunity for technological innovation to avoid harm to a broad
cross-section of environmental, economic and social interests. Hoffman
(2006) also notes that a prime motivation for early corporate action
is the belief that greenhouse gas regulation is imminent. But early
corporate action is also motivated by the potential business impacts
of regulation, including the need for new products and services to
meet changing consumer and investor priorities. For example, Gover-
nor Schwarzenegger, quoted in a September 2006 press release, stated
that:
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Some have challenged whether AB 32 is good for businesses. I say
unquestionably it is good for businesses. Not only large, well-
established businesses, but small businesses that will harness their
entrepreneurial spirit to help us achieve our climate goals.

(COG 2006a)

As a consequence of suchmessages, many business groups have accepted
that early-acting states are more likely to attract investment and eco-
nomic growth related to technological innovation in addressing climate
change. While California is one of the largest US domestic producers
of oil, gasoline and diesel, even this sector has not blocked the state
from adopting ambitious climate policies. California’s emissions poli-
cies are expected to reduce foreign imports of transportation fuel rather
than fuel provided by in-state refineries. In addition, many aspects of
California’s economy would be hurt if action is not taken to reduce
the magnitude of climate change, including real estate, insurance, recre-
ation and agriculture, while professional and technical services, retail
trade and finance are likely to benefit from investment in technolo-
gies to help reduce greenhouse gas emissions. Similarly, in New York,
a summary of the state energy plan notes that:

This Energy Plan positions New York to take advantage of technolog-
ical developments among the most advanced uses of energy, and to
participate in emerging markets for valuing and trading environmen-
tal attributes associated with energy use. In addition, implementation
of this plan will stimulate job growth associated with the develop-
ment of new technologies for the efficient production and use of
a variety of energy resources and the expanded use of indigenous
sources of power.

(NYSERDA 2002)

In summary, the political and popular framing of climate change in
key states as both an imminent, proximate threat and an economic
opportunity (coupled with negative portrayals of the federal govern-
ment response) has been pivotal in gathering broad-based political
support for climate leadership. This task has been made somewhat eas-
ier in states like California and New York by the presence of persuasive
communicators like Arnold Schwarzenegger in key state government
positions; Schwarzenegger has even been prepared to use his celebrity
status to challenge his own Republican Party’s dominant discourses on
climate change. Geographical allegiances have, thus, taken precedence
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254 Climate Policy in US States

over party political ones as advocacy coalitions in support of more strin-
gent climate policies have gained the ascendancy in a growing number
of US states.

Benefits, limits and strategies for state climate policies

As noted earlier, one of the key benefits of state leadership in envi-
ronmental policy is that states can function as ‘policy laboratories’,
developing initiatives that can serve as models for federal action. This
is exactly what is happening with climate change through the vari-
ous state policies and regional initiatives, where state programmes are
already far ahead of federal policy. States are able to test out climate
policies, see what works and what is problematic, and make recommen-
dations for comprehensive legislation at the federal level. For example,
in October 2007, agency heads from RGGI-participating states signed
a letter to members of the US Congress, outlining recommendations
for the design of a federal greenhouse gas cap-and-trade programme.
They wrote:

As states that have been actively engaged in the design and imple-
mentation of RGGI, we offer the enclosed design principles that we
believe should be incorporated into a cap-and-trade program adopted
as part of a comprehensive set of federal greenhouse gas emissions
reductions policies . . .we encourage you to work with and learn from
leadership states that are actively engaged in reducing greenhouse gas
emissions.

(RGGI 2007b)

Nevertheless, as Brewer and Pease discussed in Chapter 5, there are
several generic political obstacles to reducing US greenhouse gas emis-
sions, not least the economic and political influence of industry groups
opposed to emissions reduction. In the states, the strength of polit-
ical opposition relative to political support for greenhouse gas emis-
sions reduction varies considerably. A challenge that is perhaps unique
to California is the growing number of people in its southeastern
deserts and central valley, areas that have hotter summer temperatures
and higher energy consumption than the state’s previously developed
coastal population centres. California is seeking to counteract such
effects by developing policies such as net-zero energy homes, energy
efficiency, demand response, distributed generation and changes in
land use planning, to help meet this challenge with low greenhouse
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gas design and technology. Bi-partisan support from political leaders,
the building industry and the general public will be essential for the
successful adoption and implementation of these policies (CEC 2007).

More generally, even in states with strong political support for action
on climate change, the obstacles highlighted by Brewer and Pease in
Chapter 5 could still undermine efforts to achieve the emissions cuts
set by state and regional initiatives. State targets through to 2020 are
also far below what will be required to prevent dangerous climate
change. Attempts to introduce stronger policies in the future are likely
to encounter stauncher opposition, although a lot will depend on future
federal climate policy and the economic benefits of current policies
being realized.

Given the magnitude of the changes needed and the political realities
in the states, the political strategy generally adopted by state govern-
ments so far has been to start slowly, work out problems and bring
in partners from neighbouring, like-minded states as a means of build-
ing political support. Another important tactic has been caution in the
way emissions targets are presented in policy discourse and practice.
Although long-term emissions reduction goals have been established in
several states and regional initiatives, stronger commitments to deep
greenhouse gas reductions at the state level would not have been polit-
ically feasible at this time and insistence on this might have stymied
support for near-term reductions. This is especially the case in New
York, where control of the state government is divided between the
Democrats – who currently control the State Assembly and, as of 2007,
the governorship – and the Republicans, who still hold a slim majority
in the State Senate. Given the multi-decadal impacts of CO2 emis-
sions, leading states decided that it was important to begin reducing
greenhouse gas emissions sooner rather than later, even if early targets
remained relatively modest. Greater bi-partisan support and demonstra-
tion of the economic gains from investments in low-greenhouse gas
technologies will be essential for deeper greenhouse gas reductions to
become politically feasible, with the former depending strongly on the
latter.

Another obstacle for state and regional policies is whether adequate
staff, budget and resources will be available to implement and enforce
emissions reduction policies. For example, New York’s new Climate
Change Office has only 12 employees, although this represents a signifi-
cant increase from the one full-time member of staff employed in 2006.
To help address this concern, more than 39 US states, seven Canadian
provinces and two Mexican states have joined a voluntary mechanism
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256 Climate Policy in US States

to monitor greenhouse gas emissions reductions (similar to the CCAR)
called The Climate Registry, a collaborative agency created in May 2007
to measure, track, verify and publicly report greenhouse gas reductions
consistently and transparently (The Climate Registry 2008).

A further risk facing these state climate policies is the possibility that
future federal administrations will develop federal policy with weak, pre-
emptive targets and measures that inhibit the further development of
state climate initiatives. It remains unclear at this time how the various
state and regional programmes will fit into any future federal climate
regime. The recent denial of California’s request for a waiver under the
Clean Air Act discussed above is just one example of the types of bar-
riers an uncooperative federal government can impose on state efforts
to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. Because of their growing invest-
ment in this policy field and the likely change in the federal position
towards climate policy from 2009 onwards, some state governments are
beginning to put pressure on the federal government to adopt a national
market for carbon emissions reductions that is fully coordinated with
state and regional policies. Governor Schwarzenegger highlighted this
issue as part of the rationale for Executive Order S-20-06 (COG 2006d):

California, through the Western Governors’ Association, has urged
the President, Congress, the US Department of State, and other fed-
eral agencies to include the interests and expertise of the states as
part of any national debate on the impacts of and efforts to reduce
greenhouse gas emissions to ensure fully coordinated policies.

Reading between the lines, such tactics represent an attempt by state
politicians to exploit a window of opportunity created by a federal
policy vacuum on climate issues and an imminent change in admin-
istration to promote state involvement and state solutions in future
climate policy discussions. If successful, this may have the effect of
‘locking’ the federal government into the states’ agenda, creating a new
trajectory for United States climate policy.

In addition to attempting to influence federal climate policy, some
leading states are actively seeking coordinated approaches to emissions
reduction on the international level. In October 2007, US and Cana-
dian members of the WCI, Northeastern US members of the RGGI, and
European Union member states and the European Commission signed
the ground-breaking International Carbon Action Partnership (ICAP).
New Zealand and Norway also joined ICAP on behalf of their emissions
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trading programmes (ICAP 2008). ICAP will help to advise governments
and public authorities on how to adopt and manage cap-and-trade
programmes. According to former New York Governor Eliot Spitzer at
the signing in Lisbon:

Global warming is the most significant environmental problem of
our generation, and by establishing an international partnership, we
are taking the vital steps to address this growing concern.

(Goldberg 2007)

The advantage of this strategy, in addition to the general benefits of
promoting a common approach to dealing with climate change, is that
it helps to persuade apprehensive voters and businesses at home that
their livelihoods and competitiveness will not be compromised by the
decision to adopt more ambitious climate programmes.

This ‘bottom-up strategy’, where states take a leadership role in devel-
oping state, regional and even international climate initiatives, may be
the only currently viable political strategy to enable emissions reduc-
tions until federal legislation is adopted and, perhaps, forced. States such
as California and New York have already determined that it is ethically,
scientifically and economically valid – and in their best interests – to
act now on climate change, while the larger national consensus has yet
to come to this conclusion. Leading states are, thus, beginning to move
toward a low carbon economy at a pace and in a way that best reflects
local, state and regional voter policy preferences. While these efforts are
important in their own right, they are insufficient unless followed by
additional measures, making it all the more important that short-term
goals are met in ways that open the door to achieving the magnitude of
reductions needed by 2050 to avoid dangerous climate change.
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14
Political Strategy and Climate
Policy
Hugh Compston and Ian Bailey

Introduction

In the space of little more than two decades, climate change has
been transformed from an obscure technical concern into an issue of
major academic, political and public debate (Demeritt 2001: 307). As a
result, reasonable degrees of confidence now exist on a number of key
issues. Climate science has produced increasingly definitive statements
about the existence, pace, extent and effects of human-induced cli-
matic changes. The Stern Review, while contested in some quarters,
provided strong indications that the economic costs of inaction or pure
adaptation are likely greatly to outweigh those incurred by prompt
and decisive action to cut and capture greenhouse gas emissions (Stern
2007). And various branches of the technical sciences and economics
have developed innovative technologies and policy instruments to curb
emissions. Despite these advances and sustained political attention,
however, progress in cutting emissions remains disappointingly slow.
The premise on which this book is based, and one that receives consid-
erable support from the evidence reported in its constituent chapters, is
that the main obstacles to more effective climate policies are essentially
political: that, with a few exceptions, governments and other political
authorities remain reluctant to take decisive action, even though most
accept that strong measures are needed, because they fear that to do so
would be politically damaging.

The aim of this book, accordingly, is to contribute towards resolv-
ing these political problems by identifying more clearly the main
political obstacles to more vigorous action on climate change and
the nature of political strategies that might enable these obstacles to
be overcome or circumvented. We focus mainly on national (and, in
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264 Political Strategy and Climate Policy

federal countries, state-level) climate politics because this is where many
substantive policy measures are formulated and implemented (Bailey
2007a), and because the international dimension of climate politics is
already well-covered in the literature (Vogler 2005; Chasek et al. 2006).

In this chapter we draw on the findings of the preceding chapters
in order to identify (i) the most prominent political obstacles to more
effective action on climate change that have been encountered by the
governments of the affluent countries that have contributed most to
current greenhouse gas concentrations in the atmosphere; (ii) the most
prominent political strategies used to date by these governments to try
to bring climate change more under control; and (iii) the most promis-
ing political strategies for further action. Although we recognize that
there can be no single, prescriptive political strategy to deal with the
diverse situations facing affluent democracies, their experiences have
enough in common for us to derive a number of general proposi-
tions about the political obstacles impeding climate policy and political
strategies that may help to overcome or circumvent them.

Political obstacles

At least six major obstacles to implementing more radical climate
policies can be identified: the perception that actions by individual
countries make little difference to the progress of climate change; the
continued influence of climate sceptics; a shortage of technically and
economically efficacious solutions; the problem of competitiveness; fear
of the electorate; and obstacles within government.

The perception that individual countries make little difference

It is widely accepted that, with the possible exceptions of the USA,
the European Union (EU) as a whole and China, unilateral action by
any one country to cut its greenhouse gas emissions, however radically,
would not significantly slow global climate change. This underlines the
importance of reaching a global or near-global agreement on strong
policies. The Kyoto Protocol provided a first step, but the general view
is that a much stronger international climate regime will be needed
to deal effectively with the problem (Grubb et al. 1999; Helm 2005).
Although the knowledge that unilateral action by any but the very
largest countries will have little effect on climate change does not jus-
tify inaction at national level, since obtaining a global agreement that
includes commitments by developing countries to limit emissions is
likely to require substantial unilateral cuts by developed countries, the
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Hugh Compston and Ian Bailey 265

absence of a simple ‘cause-and-effect’ relationship between problem and
solution within the domestic political setting that can be used to justify
and legitimate strong climate policies is undeniably demotivating for
national politicians. For this reason, lack of efficacy remains a serious
obstacle to radical national action on climate change.

The influence of climate sceptics

In a large number of the countries examined, well-financed climate
change sceptics continue to work to undermine support for climate
policies by questioning the scientific consensus that climate change is
being caused by human actions or by disputing the economic arguments
favouring strong action. Where governments are sympathetic to such
views, as was the case until recently in the USA, such groups can be a
powerful brake on climate policy. Although the continued accretion of
scientific evidence on climate trends and attribution appears to be pro-
gressively weakening the ability of climate contrarians to impede the
strengthening of climate policies, except when they are in government
(Chasek et al. 2006), their influence has been amplified and prolonged
by influential media outlets which seek to enhance the news value of
climate change by framing it as a debate in which the media has a duty
to achieve ‘balanced’ coverage that gives equal exposure to supporters
and opponents of the scientific consensus despite the overwhelming
preponderance of evidence upholding the consensus scientific view
(Boykoff 2007).

A shortage of technically and economically efficacious solutions

Despite much hype, a number of potential technological fixes, includ-
ing hydrogen power, nuclear fusion, and carbon capture and storage,
are from a technical point of view not yet ready to be implemented on
a large enough scale to make a difference to climate change. In other
cases the technologies are maturing but have yet to reach commer-
cial viability, are inhibited by the lack of an agreed global carbon price
or remain uncompetitive under existing pricing arrangements against
(often subsidized) fossil-fuel technologies (this has been a particular
problem for some renewable energies – see chapter by Michaelowa, this
volume). Finally, certain technological or ‘alternative’ solutions remain
highly contentious in terms of their contribution to greenhouse gas
removals. Issues here include how to evaluate how much carbon forests
really remove from the atmosphere in the short and long term, and
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whether, and if so the extent to which, schemes financed by Joint Imple-
mentation and the Clean Development Mechanism yield additional
emissions savings. These factors combined limit the practical policy
options open to governments.

The problem of competitiveness

Certain climate policy instruments, such as carbon/energy taxes, have
the potential to increase production costs for affected firms, at least in
the short term. To the extent that these firms export goods or compete
with imports, and foreign firms are not subjected to the same costs,
these policies can lead to a loss of international competitiveness that,
if serious enough, would lead to insolvencies, cutbacks in investment
and disinvestment, and thus to lower economic growth (or recession)
and higher unemployment. Moreover, if affected industries relocate in
significant numbers to countries without emissions constraints, overall
industry emissions may not be reduced and may even increase (carbon
leakage) (Barker and Ekins 2004).

Despite the lack of empirical evidence to support specific claims
about competitiveness losses and carbon leakage arising from economic
instruments (Ekins and Barker 2001), industry groups and associated
concerns are rarely slow to bring these potential effects to the attention
of politicians and officials. It is, therefore, not surprising that market-
based instruments that are thought to erode competitiveness have often
been avoided or diluted through the introduction of exemptions and
concessions for energy-intensive or trade-exposed firms.

The obvious response is to level the playing field for domestic and
foreign firms. While there is little immediate prospect of this hap-
pening at global level, the EU is a credible vehicle for addressing
this issue for its member states, and in 2008 the Commission flirted
with the concept of compensating for the increased costs incurred by
European firms by imposing a carbon import tariff (Carbonpositive
2008). More ambitiously, the introduction of a common carbon tax
across all EU countries would prevent competitive distortions within
the Single European Market, although this would not help European-
based companies vis-à-vis firms based outside the EU. The problem
here is that some member states remain firmly opposed to ceding
any further taxation powers to the EU. Fears about losses in com-
petitiveness have also contributed to member state resistance to the
tightening of emissions caps under the EU emissions trading scheme
(EU ETS).
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Fear of the electorate

Although the nature of representative democracy and the role of inter-
mediary interest groups mean that there is no unmediated link between
the preferences of domestic constituents and national climate politics,
democratic governments cannot ignore electoral concerns when for-
mulating domestic climate policies or their position on international
negotiations (Sprinz and Weiβ 2001). Growing public sympathy for the
general notion of climate protection is arguably a major factor behind
the emergence of greater cross-party agreement on the need for stronger
climate policies in many countries. However, individuals tend to be less
supportive of climate policies that directly or indirectly impose personal
costs, or which impinge in other ways on personal freedoms, such as
carbon/energy taxes, wind farms situated in their neighbourhood and
lifestyle changes that are implied by climate policies such as restrictions
on vehicle use. Employees whose jobs are perceived to be threatened
by measures such as carbon taxes are also likely to object, and where
these workers are unionized their objections may be taken up by trade
unions. Whether or not climate policy is, or becomes, an inflammatory
electoral issue, democratic governments which ignore these objections
risk losing votes in the next general election that may make the differ-
ence between retaining and losing office. Moreover, where parties are
polarized on particular climate policies, there is the further risk that
an activist government would lose office to parties that have gained
votes by promising to reverse these policies, so that even a noble sac-
rifice would be in vain. For these reasons, electoral opposition to certain
climate policy measures remains an important constraint on the options
available to national governments.

Obstacles within government

Although control of the executive in states such as the UK gener-
ally ensures safe passage through the parliamentary system for the
government’s preferred policies, in countries such as the USA legisla-
tures can and do regularly block government proposals. Equally, in
federal countries such as the USA, Canada and Australia, subnational
governments possess constitutional powers that, depending on their
specificity, enable them either to interfere with the implementation of
the central government’s preferred policies or to set independent agen-
das for climate policy. Tensions between state- and federal-level policies
are particularly evident in Canada, the USA and Australia (see chapters
by Brewer and Pease; Bailey and Maresh; Macdonald, this volume).
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Another obstacle within government is the tendency of economic
and energy ministries to oppose climate policies that are thought to
have negative economic effects or threaten established interministerial
relations. The ability of such ministries to block or dilute climate poli-
cies is enhanced by the fact that responsibility for critical areas such
as energy and transport is generally located in economic rather than
environmental ministries.

Of course the opposition of economic ministries is not enough to
block strong climate policies if heads of government are determined to
pursue them, but this is not always the case: lack of effective leader-
ship at the top is often a further obstacle to greater progress on climate
change. One example is Chancellor Kohl blocking the introduction of
an ecotax in 1993; another is the drift at the top described in the chapter
on Canada.

Current political strategies

The main political strategies currently being used by the governments of
the countries reviewed in this book to strengthen climate policy can be
divided seven broad categories: (i) efforts to reach global agreement on
policies to control climate change; (ii) reports and targets; (iii) climate
policies on which all major relevant political actors can agree; (iv) incre-
mental policy changes; (v) taking advantage of weather-related natural
disasters; (vi) framing climate policies in terms of other desired policy
objectives; and (vii) in terms of policy instruments, a focus on informa-
tion provision, technological fixes, renewable energy, energy efficiency,
voluntary agreements, and, in some countries, emissions trading and
carbon/energy taxes.

Before looking at these, it is important to make the point that one
major advantage for advocates of more decisive action on climate
change is the broad level of support that exists in most affluent democ-
racies among political and economic elites for action to limit the effects
of climate change. Whether this support is motivated by environmen-
tal, social or pecuniary concerns, such a broad level of agreement on
objectives is not characteristic of all policy areas (for example, taxation
or employment policy).

Efforts to reach global agreement on climate change

Given the need to develop strong global agreements before danger-
ous human interference with the climate system occurs, efforts in the
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international arena need to be mentioned even though international
climate politics is not the primary focus of this book. Climate scien-
tists are clear, and most politicians concede, that the political targets set
in the Kyoto Protocol, even if achieved, are nowhere near sufficient to
bring climate change under control.

One aspect of this effort has been efforts at least partially to enact
the principle of common but differentiated responsibility enshrined
in the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change,
with most developed countries committing themselves as Annex B
signatories to the Kyoto Protocol to reducing their greenhouse gas
emissions in advance of action by developing countries in recogni-
tion of the fact that they have used vast amounts of fossil fuels to
drive economic expansion and, thus, have contributed most to cur-
rent anthropogenic greenhouse gas concentrations. Coupled with this
is the argument that these countries possess the legal, political, eco-
nomic and technological capability to lead the mitigation effort, lessons
from which could also be used to assist developing countries to advance
economically and socially without following similar emissions trajec-
tories. Although the reality of international climate politics is often
rather less noble, with governments tussling to limit their climate
liabilities and orient international policy towards their domestic eco-
nomic interests (see chapters by Davenport; Bailey andMaresh), genuine
efforts to reach more far-reaching global agreements continue to be
undertaken.

Reports and targets

Although government reporting and target setting can in some cases
be used as a substitute for action, when not used cynically reports and
targets can play an important role in diagnosing the scale of the prob-
lem, specifying required outcomes, and in so doing provide a statement
of intent, build support for action and inform the structure and design
of policy instruments. Cases in point include the EU’s commitment to
reduce its aggregate emissions to 20 per cent below 1990 levels by 2020,
and by 30 per cent if other major emitters do likewise, and the target
to reduce emissions by 60 per cent by 2050 contained in the UK Cli-
mate Change Bill, with a further review of arguments to strengthen this
to 80 per cent (see chapters by Damro and MacKenzie; Lorenzoni et al.,
this volume). That said, there is no guarantee that targets will be met,
and one recurrent finding emerging from the chapters in this book is
that they are often missed.
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Focus on climate policies on which all major relevant political
actors can agree

One way that governments can reduce the political damage associated
with climate policies is by obtaining the prior agreement of the main
affected political actors and, implicitly, of the electorate as indicated
by the results of opinion polls. This approach has pervaded the cli-
mate politics of many of the case-study countries. One indication of
this is the ubiquity of voluntary agreements, whereby industry groups
undertake to reduce their emissions in exchange for the non-imposition
or delay of legal requirements or economic instruments. Such strate-
gies can be especially important in countries in which relevant legal
powers are divided between the executive and the legislature and/or
between national and subnational levels of government. Although
examples exist of climate policies being imposed by governments over
industry and political opposition, such as the German ecotax in the
late 1990s, in general this has occurred only after lengthy debates
and/or periods of reliance on voluntary commitments, and the impo-
sition of such policies have often been accompanied by concessionary
measures.

The extent to which consensus strategies are capable of produc-
ing effective action – that is, emissions reductions significantly above
business-as-usual – remains open to debate. In addition, if we assume
that affected actors generally prefer less to more action unless ‘no
regrets’ outcomes can be clearly demonstrated, it follows that the per-
ceived need to obtain broad agreement will generally result in weaker
climate policies than if governments that possess the necessary legal
powers override opposition, and that radical policies which impose sig-
nificant costs on one or more key actor groups or significant sections of
the electorate will be ruled out of consideration.

Although the use of consensus strategies has varied considerably
between countries and types of climate policy (Thalmann and Baranzini
2004), the experience of affluent democracies demonstrates that a
wide range of climate policies exists on which broad agreement can
be reached, depending on circumstances and how policy mixes are
designed and negotiated. Consensus strategies are especially important
in the early stages of climate policy as a means of binding key actors
(especially industry groups) to the principle of emissions reduction
while avoiding excessive political costs. On the other hand, reliance
on consensus decision-making can create path dependencies in the way
climate policies are negotiated that are difficult to break and can stall
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progress on stronger measures: once the policies on which agreement
can be reached have been implemented, persistence with a consensus
strategy can impede further progress due to the effective veto that the
perceived need for agreement gives to relevant stakeholders.

Incrementalism on many fronts

One widely shared belief among policy analysts and practitioners is
that incremental policy changes usually elicit less political opposition
than radical policy changes, and that incremental changes can create a
platform for more major policy changes (Oliver and Pemberton 2004).
Another important argument for small-scale reforms across a wide range
of areas is that it reduces the chances of major policy failures and allows
policy innovations to be tested before being disseminated more broadly.
This is especially pertinent to climate policy; as Bryner and Barker both
point out in earlier chapters, there is sufficient uncertainty about the
timing, severity and costs of climate change, and about the efficacy
of different policy responses, to justify exploring all perceived options
rather than committing early and heavily to any individual one. It is,
therefore, not surprising that most governments in affluent democra-
cies have tended to implement a wide variety of relatively weak policies
rather than adopting a few big radical measures. Germany is partic-
ularly renowned for its long lists of climate measures. On the other
hand, emissions trading schemes introduced in the EU, some US states
and Australia do constitute major departures from past practices (see
chapters by Damro and MacKenzie; Chatrchyan and Doughman).

Taking advantage of weather-related natural disasters

Even though it is impossible to be certain that individual weather-
related disasters are a direct result of climate change, there is evidence
that scientific research linking extreme weather events to climate change
has fuelled media speculation on the subject when such events occur
(Boykoff 2007). The resulting spikes in public concern about climate
change then create windows of opportunity for governments to intro-
duce or strengthen climate policies without sustaining as much political
damage as might be the case at other times. In some cases governments
might even benefit politically. At the same time, it is important to note
that these windows of opportunity are only temporary and tend to close
as the event becomes more distant in time and the media move on
to other issues (Lorenzoni et al., this volume). Nevertheless, there is
evidence that in some cases these opportunities have been grasped by
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governments, as happened in Germany in 2002 when the Elbe floods
were instrumental in the government introducing new targets, and
in Sweden after the Gudrun storm (see chapters by Michaelowa and
Friberg).

Framing climate policy in terms of other policy objectives

An increasingly common device used by governments to broaden sup-
port for particular climate policies is to stress their contribution to the
achievement of other social and economic objectives (so-called ancil-
lary and co-benefits). Expansion of energy generation from renewable
sources, for example, contributes to energy security and employment,
while measures to encourage people to switch from private cars to public
transport would be expected to reduce traffic congestion as well as reduc-
ing emissions. The advantage of this approach is that actors who support
these other objectives can be recruited to swell advocacy coalitions
favouring, directly or indirectly, the objectives of climate policy. This
can be especially important in relation to unpopular climate policies
and in countries where climate scepticism is strong. In extreme cases,
climate objectives may have to remain in the background in order to
make measures more palatable to key actors or electorates.

Instrument choice and design

Although governments in affluent democracies have used a diverse
range of policy instruments to control greenhouse gas emissions, several
instruments are used in most or all of the countries examined in this
book and some are also deployed at EU level. In general, governments
have gradually moved from relying on voluntary agreements towards
the use of economic instruments underpinned by targets and legal
standards.

First, governments in all these countries use information dissemina-
tion and awareness-raising techniques, such as energy-efficiency ratings,
labels, auditing and advice, to try to persuade firms and households to
reduce emissions by informing them of the greenhouse gas implications
of their actions and how changes in behaviour could reduce their carbon
footprint.

Second, all the governments surveyed use subsidies and grants for
research and development to encourage the design and dissemination
of new technologies to limit or capture emissions. Examples of these
include hydrogen technologies, nuclear fusion, and carbon capture and
storage.
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Third, national governments in most countries have sought to
encourage renewable energy production by creating mandatory renew-
ables quotas (such as the Renewables Obligation in Britain) and/or
requiring electricity utilities to purchase electricity from renewable
energy sources at set prices (feed-in tariff). Such policies are justified
not only in terms of controlling climate change but also in terms of
improving energy security and self-sufficiency.

Fourth, most governments have used direct regulation in the form of
rules, standards and permits to require firms to improve relative or abso-
lute energy efficiency or to reduce emissions in areas such as production
processes, product design and building standards. In some cases these
have taken the form of blanket regulations, while in other instances,
such as the UK Climate Change Agreements, legally binding agreements
have been negotiated with specific industry groups.

Fifth, in most countries, and at EU level, voluntary agreements have
been struck with industrial sectors involving undertakings by the indus-
tries involved to reduce their emissions. Many of these agreements,
although not all, were signed by industry representatives in the knowl-
edge that failure to reach agreement, or to deliver their side of the agree-
ment later on, would result in mandatory regulation or the imposition
of economic instruments.

Sixth, the UK, Germany and Sweden, among others, have introduced
carbon/energy taxes in an attempt to encourage emitters to improve
energy efficiency or switch to lower carbon-intensity fuels. In order to
rebut charges that such taxes are surreptitious revenue-raising measures,
and to promote employment, countries such as Germany and the UK
have introduced ecological tax reforms whereby the revenue from these
taxes is recycled to affected sectors via reduced social security contri-
butions. However, this has tended to benefit high-employment sectors
more than energy-intensive sectors, creating equity concerns and oppo-
sition from the latter group. The environmental impact of such taxes
can be further undermined where exemptions to such taxes are granted
on the grounds that such taxes could harm the international compet-
itiveness of energy-intensive or trade-exposed firms. While there is a
clear need to balance environmental and economic imperatives, unless
such concessions are tied to emissions or energy-efficiency targets (as
has been the case in the UK), this limits the efficacy of energy taxes as
a driver of emissions reductions. Furthermore, energy/carbon taxes raise
costs and, to the extent that these are passed on to consumers, raise
prices of products such as vehicle fuel, making these taxes unpopular
with industry and consumers alike.
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274 Political Strategy and Climate Policy

Finally, EU member states have taken collective action at European
level to reduce the impacts on competitiveness that would arise from
independent national climate policies by promoting a common and
cost-effective approach to emissions reduction across all member states.
The main EU policy instrument employed for this purpose is the EU
ETS, which works by setting maximum emissions quotas for each mem-
ber state and for industrial sectors and installations covered by the
scheme. Free trading of emissions allowances between sectors and mem-
ber states is then permitted, the idea being that companies with low
emissions-abatement costs that do not require all their allowances can
make money by selling surplus allowances to companies with rela-
tively high abatement costs that are struggling to meet targets. In this
way market forces concentrate emissions reductions where they can
be achieved most cheaply. In addition, linking arrangements with the
Kyoto flexibility mechanisms allow (within specified limits) companies
and countries to count emissions savings or sink enhancements that
they have financed in other countries towards their emissions reduc-
tion targets. A number of similar schemes are now in operation or being
developed in other political jurisdictions, notably in Australia and in the
USA at state level with the US Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative (see
chapters by Bailey and Maresh; Chatrchyan and Doughman).

Looking to the future

Although the bulk of evidence suggests that current political strategies
are unlikely to bring climate change under control within the timescales
needed to avoid serious human interference with the climate system, we
are the first to admit that no ‘silver bullet’ political strategies have been
unearthed during this study that would enable governments to escape
entirely from the political constraints that impede radical action on cli-
mate change. This was always unlikely. However, what we would claim
is that the evidence provided in the contributing chapters has enabled
the identification of a number of strategies that seem promising enough
to be worth investigating further. These can be divided into three types:
refinement of current strategies, exploration of new policy options and,
especially, adoption of new political strategies.

Refinement of current strategies

When discussing possible future strategies for promoting greater action
on climate policy, it is important to begin by recognizing the need for
governments to continue to utilize existing strategies that have proven

10.1057/9780230594678 – Turning Down the Heat: The Politics 
of Climate Policy in Affluent Democracies, H. Compston; I. Bailey

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 m

at
er

ia
l f

ro
m

 p
al

gr
av

ec
on

ne
ct

.c
om

. N
o 

re
pr

od
uc

tio
n 

or
 d

is
tri

bu
tio

n,
 in

cl
ud

in
g 

vi
a 

w
eb

si
te

s,
 is

 p
er

m
itt

ed
 w

ith
ou

t t
he

 w
rit

te
n 

pe
rm

is
si

on
 o

f P
al

gr
av

e 
M

ac
m

ill
an

 –
 ri

gh
ts

@
pa

lg
ra

ve
.c

om

Mailto:rights@palgrave.com


Hugh Compston and Ian Bailey 275

to be politically viable in building support for action and in reducing
greenhouse gas emissions in their own right. It is, therefore, essential to
continue with and develop them in ways that enable them to become
more effective. In practical terms, this means:

• Further efforts to reach global agreements and/or a set of regional
agreements among groups of nations with similar emissions and
development profiles. The latter are conceivably easier to reach than
a global agreement because a regional approach may enable politi-
cians to draw back from some of the disputes between developed
and developing countries that have hindered progress on a full inter-
national agreement. It would also reduce the number of actors, and
has the potential to result in strategies that are more appropriate
to specific circumstances (see Carraro 2000; Asheim et al. 2006 for
more detailed discussion of the merits and drawbacks of regional
agreements);

• Continued and robust reporting of (i) the actual and predicted effects
of climate change, especially at the local and regional scales (since
these may be especially effective in arousing concern), and (ii) the
need for, and effectiveness of, different policy interventions, targeted
at least in part at decision makers and opinion formers, such as
journalists, so as to maximize their impact;

• Progressively stricter emission and policy targets informed by the
latest advances in climate science, technology and economics;

• Further efforts to identify and introduce climate policies, or incre-
ments to existing climate policies, on which all major relevant polit-
ical and non-state actors can agree, combined with the incremental
strengthening of existing instruments and continued experimenta-
tion with novel policies across all relevant sectors;

• Preparation of new or strengthened climate policy measures that
can be brought forward at short notice when spikes of public con-
cern about climate change caused by events such as weather-related
natural disasters open windows of opportunity;

• Continued emphasis on the ancillary and co-benefits of climate poli-
cies, such as improved energy security and reduced traffic congestion;

• More vigorous use of existing policy instruments, especially eco-
nomic instruments and financial incentives to promote the devel-
opment and commercialization of technological innovations and
renewable energy production; further, more stringent and, where
possible, legally-binding voluntary agreements where other policy
instruments are inappropriate; and extension of the EU ETS to areas
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such as aviation plus the progressive tightening of national emissions
quotas;

• Further shifting of taxation burdens from labour to greenhouse
gas emissions or their proxies (without compromising other envi-
ronmental or social objectives), provided that steps are taken to
minimize their unpopularity.

Exploration of new policy options

Despite the undoubted necessity and value of current strategies, we have
consistently argued that they show few signs of delivering what Szarka
in Chapter 7 describes as ‘factor four’ emissions cuts. Thus, new types
of climate policies which look beyond existing political constraints and
mind sets are needed. The authors of chapters in this book mention a
number of possibilities.

First, several authors refer to the scope for more stringent energy effi-
ciency regulation, particularly in relation to standards for buildings.
Despite a wave of initiatives on eco-design buildings, and regulations
and standards covering new buildings (such as the Building Research
Establishment Environmental Assessment Method (BREEAM) and the
UK government’s Code for Sustainable Homes (Department for Commu-
nities and Local Government 2008)), the energy efficiency of existing
building stock in many countries remains poorly regulated and greater
policy attention to this area is likely to yield significant emissions
reductions.

Second, related to this, is the need to expand financial incentives for
firms and households to improve energy efficiency in areas such as build-
ings in order to replicate the progress made in improving industrial
energy efficiency. Again, Lorenzoni et al. (this volume) in the UK chap-
ter mention the Energy Efficiency Commitment and its successor, the
Carbon Emissions Reduction Target (CERT), as exemplars of how gov-
ernments can create incentives for gas and electricity providers to work
with householders to improve domestic energy efficiency, while also
addressing energy poverty, by targeting low-income households.

Third, Joseph Szarka refers to Prévot’s (2007) advocacy of a grand pro-
jet style approach to reducing emissions in which the state makes a
massive effort to replace present infrastructure with infrastructure that
is compatible with the need to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and
keep them low. Rayner (2004) also argues that Europe alone needs to
replace over 200,000 MW of power-generating capacity by 2020 and
that without significant new investment in research, development and
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commercialization: ‘the technologies upon which any emissions reduc-
tion strategy depends simply will not be available at a competitive cost
at the time when they could make a significant difference’. A massive
expansion of nuclear power is one option, though by no means the
only possible grand projet, although official support for this appears to
be growing in the UK and affecting political discourse in other coun-
tries like the Netherlands. The big advantage of nuclear power over
renewables is that nuclear power stations can generate large amounts
of reliable baseload energy whereas the output of electricity gener-
ation from renewable sources, such as the sun and wind, is more
intermittent. In the absence of adequate storage mechanisms, using
renewable energy to supply more than a certain percentage of electric-
ity creates a risk of electricity shortages during periods of peak demand
if weather conditions are unfavourable. The big problem for nuclear
power, however, is the strength of public opposition, especially in coun-
tries such as Germany, Sweden, Australia and Greece. A big expansion
of nuclear power would also necessitate overcoming serious economic
and technical problems in relation to, among other things, the long-
term storage of radioactive waste. On the other hand, the experience
of France during the 1970s and 1980s demonstrates that, in certain
(historical and perhaps not to be repeated) circumstances, nuclear
power can be massively expanded without obvious negative political
repercussions.

Fourth, in countries such as the UK, an extension of the tradable per-
mits methodology to the individual level in the form of personal carbon
allowances (PCAs) has been mooted (see Lorenzoni et al., this volume).
Under such schemes, individuals would be allocated PCAs for specified
energy purchases, with those who consume less than their allocation
selling their surplus allowances to high carbon consumers. Although
doubts have been raised about the complexity, controllability, monitor-
ing, public acceptability and possible manipulation of PCAs, they appear
to provide a fair and equitable means of giving financial incentives for
individuals and communities to reduce their energy use and carbon
footprints. Lorenzoni and her colleagues accordingly suggest that gov-
ernments should embark immediately on community experiments with
PCA schemes so that their practical consequences can be explored in
advance of any large-scale implementation.

Fifth, EU member states could move to counter any competitive dis-
advantages suffered by EU-based firms as a consequence of the costs
of national climate policies by moving to create a level trade playing
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field vis-à-vis countries with less stringent climate policies by introduc-
ing carbon import tariffs. This could also create incentives for countries
that have not ratified the Kyoto Protocol to do so, and for those that do
not have binding commitments under it to implement stronger climate
policies. The European Commission’s initial proposal for carbon import
tariffs was opposed by its own Trade Commissioner, Peter Mandelson,
because of the complications it would pose for international trade nego-
tiations, and a decision has been reserved until the next EU ETS review
in 2011 (Carbonpositive 2008). However similar proposals are beginning
to be mooted in other countries (see, for example, Courchene and Allan
(2008) in relation to Canada).

Finally, affluent countries could make financial aid for developing coun-
tries conditional on climate policy commitments on their part, with the
United Nations acting as an honest arbiter of the process (Sandbrook
1997), although such ‘climate-for-development’ conditionality would
be bitterly opposed by many developing nations.

New political strategies

It is clear, then, that there are a number of new policy options
that activist governments could adopt. But will such approaches be
acceptable to key actor groups and electorates, or will resistance to
their attempted implementation inflict serious political damage on
governments, or even loss of office followed by the reversal of these
policies by replacement governments? Democratic governments cannot
be expected to act unless they can answer these questions to their own
satisfaction. It is for this reason that it is insufficient to identify techni-
cally and economically viable policy options: overtly political strategies
to facilitate their introduction are also required. This section outlines
three new strategies that the findings of the country chapters, plus
insights from elsewhere, suggest may enable governments to introduce
more radical policies without cutting their own throats: reform of eco-
nomic and environmental governance; use of a spillover strategy; and
the selective imposition of climate policies.

Governance reform

There are a number of adjustments to the structure and activities of
governance that governments can employ to promote more effective
action on climate change.

An obvious first priority is to take steps to improve the credibility
and legitimacy of climate policies by improving the processes used to mea-
sure emissions and set, monitor, and report on emissions targets for different
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sectors of the economy and for countries as a whole. Among other
things this would involve (i) developing and disseminating more accu-
rate methods for measuring emissions; (ii) more vigorous efforts to reach
agreement on common accounting rules for comparing and tracking
countries’ emissions over time; (iii) finding ways to counter manipula-
tion of these rules by governments and industry groups that wish to
reduce the stringency of requirements; (iv) improving transparency and
visibility in emissions reporting by means such as making public dis-
closure of emissions data and targets mandatory for major companies
and sectors (Walton 2000); and (v) strengthening links between emis-
sions monitoring and target setting, a point highlighted in the House of
Commons Environmental Audit Committee’s (2008) report into the UK
Climate Change Levy and Agreements, where it was noted that Climate
Change Agreements had not been tightened despite the fact that the first
set of performance results in 2004 had revealed that they were too weak.

A second priority is clearer identification of the exact policies needed
if countries are to achieve themagnitude of emissions reductions needed
to bring climate change under control. The approach of most govern-
ments thus far has been to work forward by setting relatively modest
short-term targets and more ambitious long-term ones without devel-
oping a clear view of the policies required to achieve the latter. One way
of remedying this deficiency would be through more systematic envision-
ing of the key characteristics of a low-carbon society and economy and the
use of scenarios and backcasting techniques to identify the key policy
steps and timings required. The use of scenarios and backcasting is dis-
cussed more fully by Berkhout et al. (2002), who argue that scenario
approaches provide a useful way of engaging political and non-state
actors in the process of social and organizational learning that sets a
frame for iterative self-reflection, change and adaptation.

The third priority is to address tensions between environmental and
economic ministries on climate policies. Several options exist here.
The first would be to integrate economic and climate governance, for exam-
ple by moving energy and transport into an environmental ministry,
although this could lead to climate policy being stifled within the
ministry even before issues reach interministerial negotiations. An alter-
native would be to create a separate climate ministry, as has occurred in
Australia, to elevate the standing of climate issues in cabinet discussions,
although this still provides no guarantee of overcoming interministerial
insularities and power disparities. A third possibility – but with similar
caveats – would be to create ministerial climate policy steering groups to pro-
mote a more ‘joined up’ view of relations between climate change and
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other policy areas, as already exist in Finland, New Zealand and the UK
(Begg and Gray 2004). A further device for integrating the climate con-
sequences of government decisions into policy-making would be to add
the minimization of greenhouse gas emissions to existing decision criteria in
all areas of public policy, and to make the greenhouse gas implications
of all policy options explicit by including carbon costs in all government
policy and investment decisions. This aligns particularly well with the rea-
soning underpinning the five-year carbon budgets proposed in the UK
Climate Change Bill.

Another way of altering the institutional dynamics of climate
decision-making would be to raise the profile of environmental NGO
and academic representatives in decision-making. In several of the coun-
tries examined, climate policy-making remains relatively closed and/or
provides better opportunity structures for industry groups to influ-
ence policy than exist for environmental NGOs. For example, industry
groups often have greater representation on key consultative commit-
tees, whereas NGO and, to a lesser extent, academic input is often
restricted to consultation documents and public hearings. Industry
groups also have more money to pay for lobbying of decision makers.
One way to balance this disproportionate industry influence in policy-
making would be to require that independent experts and environmental
NGO representatives be included on all relevant committees on which industry
representatives sit.

The country chapters also provided strong evidence of the importance
of having committed individuals in key positions, in the words of Zito
(2000: 11) to: ‘manipulate the constellation of ideas and interests and
take advantage of favourable institutional structures’ to promote more
ambitious climate policies. Examples of the significant role that individ-
uals can play include Klaus Töpfer’s support for ecotaxation as German
Environment Minister during the 1990s, Arnold Schwarzenegger’s role
in driving forward the climate agenda at state, national and interna-
tional levels as Governor of California, and, in a different guise, Tony
Blair’s inclusion of climate change as a priority at the 31st G8 Summit
in Gleneagles in Scotland. For voters, this means voting for relatively
green parties and leaders; for heads of government it means placing able
and committed colleagues in key ministerial posts.

A fourth strategy that has been used with some success in coun-
tries such as Germany and Sweden, and at state level in the USA, is
to maximize the transparency of climate policy initiatives, that is, to bol-
ster public support for policies that governments feel could be made
popular by giving clear explanations about their intended outcomes
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and the stages involved in the policy-making process. This statement
may seem self-evident; however, lack of transparency in EU climate pol-
icy has frequently been blamed for conflicts with the member states,
public antipathy or ignorance towards climate initiatives, and even
for increasing the influence of special interest groups over decision-
making (Michaelowa 1998; Sprinz and Weiβ 2001). During Phase two of
the EU ETS, for instance, several member states accused the European
Commission of failing to disclose the methodologies used to justify
reductions in national emissions caps (see chapter by Damro and
Mackenzie). Although transparency may be less relevant for policies
that are intrinsically unpopular, like ecotaxes, there is some evidence
that clear communication about the aims and long-term direction of
tax measures can help to reduce opposition here too. The introduction
of the UK Climate Change Levy in 2001, for instance, was preceded by
lengthy consultations with industry and other interest groups on the
design of the tax. Although the government was criticized for grant-
ing too many concessions, the process did enable industry groups to air
grievances and to become accustomed to the tax, leading arguably to
a less hostile reaction than if the policy-making process had been less
transparent (Bailey 2007b).

A fifth and final tactic in relation to governance reforms is to distribute
any costs imposed by climate policies as equitably as possible. If people can
see that these costs are distributed fairly, so the argument goes, they will
be more likely to accept them, while granting generous concessions to
powerful groups – a common device to reduce opposition to unpopu-
lar measures like taxes – has the capacity to tarnish the reputation of
climate policies even after these have been introduced. The German
ecotax, for example, is unpopular at least in part because a majority of
survey respondents consider it to be socially unfair because the major-
ity of the tax burden fell on households and transport after industry
gained various concessions (Weidner 2008: 20). This perception has per-
sisted despite the reduction of these concessions once the government
deemed that industry had been given enough time to adjust to the tax.
This suggests that close attention to different groups’ ability to pay, their
direct responsibility for emissions and the balance between ‘essential’
and ‘luxury’ emissions (along with clear communication of how these
issues will be managed), may play a valuable role in minimizing antag-
onism to measures such as taxation. At the same time, the extent to
which equity strategies can be used in practice is likely to be limited
due to the fact that distributing costs fairly is often incompatible with
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consensus strategies that involve giving powerful actors concessions in
order to obtain their agreement.

Spillover strategies

The concept of policy spillover has been widely employed in the polit-
ical sciences to describe functional or political pressures to strengthen
existing policies or introduce new policies. Two related but distinct
senses of the term are relevant here.

First, there is the idea of international spillover whereby the introduc-
tion of climate policies in one country leads via means such as tech-
nological diffusion to similar policies being enacted in other countries
(Grubb et al. 2002). Policy spillover in this sense is very similar to the
idea of policy transfer (Dolowitz and Marsh 1996). Among other things
this implies that governments should choose policies that are relatively likely
to transfer to other countries, for example policies that encourage renew-
ables technologies that can be easily adapted and utilized in developing
countries.

The second sense of spillover is that used in European integration the-
ory, in which one step in integration, once implemented, increases func-
tional and/or political pressure on decision makers to take the next step.
Thus, according to this logic, the establishment of the Customs Union
increased pressure to establish a Single Market, which in turn increased
pressure to establish a single European currency (McCormick 2001).

Applied to climate policy, spillover in this sense refers to policies that,
once established, would obviously work better if strengthened or joined
by further climate policies, or which expand the range of political actors
who want further strengthening of climate policy. It is worth noting
here that spillover pressure in this sense already exists in that the exis-
tence of the Single Market and monetary union creates pressure for
EU-wide climate policies to avoid market distortions. It is important to
note, however, that there is no automaticity to spillover: although the
logic of spillover points to an EU-wide carbon/energy tax, for example,
such a tax has not (yet) eventuated.

Perhaps the minimum case of spillover in this sense is where intro-
duction of a policy creates pressure to continue with this policy. To some
extent inertia, the relative ease of staying with the status quo and the
benefits experienced from existing policies means that this effect is often
present up to a point once a policy is introduced, but what we have in
mind here are policies that create more substantial pressure for their
own continuation, that is, policies that once established are very diffi-
cult to reverse, such as the signing of long-term contracts that commit
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countries to major investments in the restructuring of energy supply
(whether renewables, nuclear power or a combination of the two).

An example of a policy with potential for positive spillover would be
one that leads to increased investment and employment in the renew-
ables sector, as these employment effects might be expected to increase
political support for further expansion of this sector and in this way
increase pressure on governments to take further steps to facilitate this
(Markandya and Rübbelke 2003).

The aim of a deliberate spillover strategy, then, would be to select and
implement policies that (i) increase the pressure on other governments
to implement similar policies and (ii) increase pressure for stronger such
policies to be implemented at home.

Selective imposition of more radical policies

We have already seen that focusing on measures on which the agree-
ment of powerful actors can be obtained is an effective way of strength-
ening climate policy up to a point. Once relatively uncontroversial
policies have been negotiated and implemented, however, continued
acceptance of the need to obtain broad agreement impedes the intro-
duction of more radical measures by giving all stakeholders an effective
veto on government action. This, combined with the fact that consen-
sus strategies have not (yet) delivered the levels of emissions cuts needed
for effective mitigation, suggests that as time goes on consensus-based
policies are likely to suffer diminishing returns unless they result in tech-
nological innovations that yield major no- or low-cost emissions cuts,
or natural disasters change the minds of hitherto recalcitrant actors.

It seems inevitable, therefore, that at some point governments will
have to introduce at least some more radical policies against the wishes
of powerful actors and/or voters – in other words, governments will need
to adopt a strategy of selective imposition of more radical policies.

Such a strategy is, of course, much riskier than waiting for agreement
among all major players. Although for this reason it may seem out of
place in a section on strategies that may enable governments to take
stronger action while avoiding serious political damage, it has to be listed
because (a) without such a strategy the prospects of controlling climate
change appear to be bleak and (b) there may well be ways in which
governments can implement such a strategy without suffering too much
damage. It is also important to note that we have already seen cases of
governments imposing climate policies over vociferous opposition with-
out apparently being punished to any significant extent, two examples
being the German ecotax of 1999 and the London congestion charge.
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284 Political Strategy and Climate Policy

The question is therefore one of developing political tactics to manage
this risk. Space does not permit a full account of what these might be,
but we would like to mention just a few.

One well-known tactic is to impose unpopular measures during the early
years of an administration in order to allow time for opposition and crit-
ical media coverage to subside and for the benefits and real (as opposed
to inflated projected) costs to become apparent.

A second approach is to target economic sectors that can pass on extra
costs to consumers. In its ideal form, this tactic can allow for the gradual
internalization of environmental costs into the price of energy, goods
and services without government being blamed directly. One example
of this is measures targeting the energy generation and supply sectors,
which tend not to experience strong international competition and
where, in deregulated markets, providers will also compete with each
other on price, thereby theoretically avoiding profiteering. It is impor-
tant to note, however, that this does not always work, as the media is
often quick to publicize how carbon/energy taxes, for example, lead to
higher prices for consumers.

A third tactic would involve governments introducing just a few
major changes in a small number of selected, high-impact areas so as
to keep most groups onside by concentrating losses on just a few, in partic-
ular those groups that are able to inflict the least political damage via the
ballot box or are least likely, despite rhetoric to the contrary, to reduce
or withdraw investment.

A fourth tactic would be to compensate key players for their losses.
This option featured strongly in Douglas Macdonald’s review of policy
options for Canada, where he suggests that oil-rich Alberta will need
to be compensated in order to persuade it to set aside its objections
to more progressive climate policies. This is, of course, part and par-
cel of consensus-seeking strategies, but it can also be used in imposition
strategies to weaken resistance: those affected may still oppose new mea-
sures, but compensation is likely to reduce their willingness and ability
to mobilize resistance. The main problem with this approach is that any
reduction in political damage due to providing compensation for pow-
erful actors, in particular those that have become affluent by emitting
large quantities of greenhouse gases, could be offset by damage incurred
as a result of being seen to implement inequitable policies. Recognizing
these difficulties, Macdonald adds that compensation measures must be
accompanied by a clear ‘tough-love message’ to sub-national admin-
istrations and corporations that it understands their position and will
assist them to adjust but will no longer tolerate inaction or obstructive
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tactics. Provided compensation packages are designed as transitional
measures only, therefore, they do appear to provide a promising way
for governments to weaken the resistance of key political opponents.

Concluding remarks

We would like to begin our concluding remarks by again paying tribute
to the contributors to this volume for providing informed and insightful
analyses of the political obstacles to more progressive climate policies in
affluent democracies and of strategies that governments might employ
to address these without sustaining significant political damage. It is on
the basis of these that we have been able to put together our account
of political strategies to enable governments to implement more effec-
tive climate policies. Although this account is by no means definitive –
academic analysis in this area is surprisingly underdeveloped, and in
any case no unifying set of prescriptions could cope with the diverse
socio-economic and political situations in the countries studied – the
strategies drawn from lived political experiences in affluent democracies
that we have identified merit serious consideration by proponents of
stronger action on climate change.

What is certain is that the ‘old’ politics of climate policy has a lim-
ited shelf life. Existing political strategies have initiated a process and
made some progress in reducing emissions, but not on the scale required
to bring the problem of climate change under control. It may be that
some combination of scientific research, economic instruments and new
technologies will provide a robust solution to climate change. However,
putting these into practice will still require politicians at local, national
and international levels to confront, and find innovative strategies to
deal with, the political obstacles that have so far hindered progress
towards effective climate governance. We leave you with a summary
of these:

• Refinement of current strategies, in particular further efforts to reach
global agreement; better reporting of climate change; clearer commu-
nication of the policy instruments that are needed; stricter emission
and policy targets; identification and introduction of more policies
on which all powerful actors can agree; incremental strengthening of
existing policies; preparation of measures that can be implemented
swiftly in response to public concern following extreme weather
events; continued emphasis on the contribution of climate policies
to other policy objectives such as energy security; and more vigorous
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use of existing policy instruments, especially economic instruments
and financial incentives to promote technological innovations and
renewable energy production, more stringent voluntary agreements,
and extension of emissions trading;

• Exploration of new policies, in particular more stringent energy-
efficiency regulation and increased financial incentives for energy-
efficiency improvement; grand projet style state investment in new
infrastructure; personal carbon allowances; and carbon import tariffs;

• Governance reform, in particular improving measurement of emis-
sions; more systematic envisioning of what a low carbon society
would look like; integrating economic and environmental gover-
nance; providing seats for independent experts and environmental
NGOs on all committees on which industry is represented; placing
able and committed individuals in key posts; improving the trans-
parency of potentially popular initiatives; and distributing costs more
equitably;

• Spillover policies: choosing policies that are easily transferable to other
countries, difficult to reverse once introduced, or create pressure for
their own strengthening or the introduction of related measures;

• Selective imposition of more radical policies, taking steps to minimize
political damage by means such as introducing strong policies early
in each electoral term, targeting economic sectors that can pass on
extra costs to consumers, targeting losses on small sections of society
and compensating powerful actors.
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Markandya, A. and D. Rübbelke (2003), ‘Ancillary benefits of climate policy’,
Fondazione Eni Enrico Mattei (FEEM) Working Paper No. 105.2003.

McCormick, J. (2001), Environmental Policy in the European Union, Basingstoke:
Palgrave.

Michaelowa, A. (1998), ‘Impact of interest groups on EU climate policy’, European
Environment 8, 152–60.

Oliver, M. and H. Pemberton (2004), ‘Learning and change in 20th-century
British economic policy’, Governance 17, 415–41.
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