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1. Introduction

Capitalism is not compatible with addressing climate change. It requires never ending 
economic growth for its survival. Growth has brought unprecedented wealth to the owners of 
capital, prosperity to the world’s middle classes and untold misery to the majority of people 
particularly in the global South. Capitalism plunders the resources of the earth and of the 
people. It is the driving force behind ecological disruption on all scales from the local to the 
global. Climate change is the ultimate symptom of this renting of the earth system. 

The nation states brought into being by capitalism and imperialism find their legitimacy in 
their management of growth. They have therefore proposed a series of false solutions that 
protect the economy but not the climate. These false solutions, rooted in the logic of capitalist 
markets, have been made the subject of negotiation in the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change. The world’s people can no longer have faith in this process. 
Unless the people drive a process of rapid change in the economic and political system, they 
face escalating damages as the earth is rendered uninhabitable. It is necessary to engage with 
this process for two reasons only: to monitor what is done in the name of the world’s people 
and to expose and block bad deals.

2. Climate & targets 

Global temperature rise is now about 0.85˚ Celsius. Carbon emissions to date mean that the 
world is already committed to a further rise in temperature of at least 0.6˚C. Much of the 
increased warmth has been absorbed by the oceans, moderating the effects of temperature rise 
on land but locking in the increased temperature for the next millennium or so. There is no 
return. We are stuck with the temperature at ‘stabilisation’.1 

There is no ‘safe’ level for rising temperatures or carbon concentrations. Impacts are already 
ahead of schedule with several natural positive feed-backs kicking in, such as the loss of the 
albedo effect from arctic sea ice, accelerating rates of methane release from permafrost peat 
bogs and ocean methane hydrates, the reversal of land carbon sinks to carbon sources 
documented for some areas as well as the saturation of ocean sinks.

0.8˚C is already catastrophic for millions of people around the world. In 2010, millions of 
people lost their homes to the floods in Pakistan, China and Niger while fires induced by an 
unprecedented heat wave swept across large areas of Russia. 2011 opened with 
unprecedented floods in Australia and Brazil and continued with exceptional droughts across 
the US-Mexico border and in East Africa. In much of Africa the temperature rises at 1.5 
times the global average and already exceeds 1˚C. Having contributed least to the problem, 
African people are likely to be most severely affected.

1 Solomon et al, 2009. 
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The international target of stabilising temperatures at 2˚C is, in climate scientist James 
Hansen’s words, a recipe for disaster.2 The risk of runaway climate change – the point at 
which natural feedback becomes more significant than anthropogenic emissions – is already 
evident and becomes a near certainty at two degrees. It is therefore imperative to keep 
warming as little above 1˚C as is now physically possible. That probably means 1.5˚C as 
demanded by small island states, which face the prospect of being wiped off the map in the 
next few decades, and African countries which face the prospect of unprecedented famines. 

1.5˚C is not a ‘safe’ target. It is what the global elite has brought us to. Moreover, the lowest 
temperature rise physically possible is a moving target. It will be forced higher and higher by 
default – that is, by the usual business of policy making in support of market expansion. The 
2010 People’s Conference on Climate Change meeting in Cochabamba called for a 1˚C 
target. This was perhaps the lowest that was physically feasible in 1992 when the UNFCCC 
was agreed. It creates a symbolic and moral standard against which to measure the 
irresponsible collusion of governments with corporate capital. 

As with temperature, ‘safe’ CO2 concentrations in the atmosphere are already exceeded. Pre-
industrial levels were 280 and ice-age levels were around 180. 2010 concentrations are just 
short of 390 parts per million (ppm), well outside earth’s normal operating range. The rate of 
increase is around 2 ppm a year and was higher than that in the boom years before the 2008 
economic meltdown. 

Global leaders talk of ‘stabilisation’ of all greenhouse gasses at 450 CO2e (carbon dioxide 
equivalents) ppm. This equates to around 395 CO2 ppm. It does not correlate even with the 
dangerous two degree target but puts us on the path to three degrees and, with feedbacks, to 
four degrees and upward. Nor have global leaders taken any credible action to achieve 
stabilisation at 450. Unlike temperature, it is physically possible to reverse CO2 

concentrations. It is urgently necessary to do so. According to Hansen, 350 CO2 is the 
maximum ‘safe’ target for stabilisation and this figure itself should be taken under review. 
The Cochabamba conference demanded a return to pre-industrial concentrations. 

There is no ‘carbon space’ left. Meeting any credible target requires a radical programme for 
reducing carbon emissions in absolute terms starting now. Any delay in reducing emissions 
creates the need for ever sharper reductions in the future. 

Assuming a 2ºC target, recent research indicates that one third of the budget for the period 
2000 to 2050 was already used up by 2009.3  Further, stabilisation at 450 CO2e will be 
physically impossible unless emissions peak by 2015 and global energy and industrial 
process CO2 emissions are then reduced by 6 to 8% a year. A 2020 peak could not result in 

2 See Hansen et al, 2008, Target Atmospheric CO2: Where Should Humanity Aim? Submitted at arXiv.org, April 
7, 2008 and revised June 18, 2008 (ref: arXiv:0804.1126v2).
3 Meinshausen et al, 30th April 2009. Greenhouse-gas emission targets for limiting global warming to 2 °C. 
Nature 458, April 2009, 
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stabilisation at less than 550 ppm and then only if followed by annual reductions of 9%.4 

Reduction paths for 2ºC are illustrated in the figure below. 1.5ºC and 350 CO2 require a far 
tighter carbon budget, earlier peaking and a steeper descent. 

The very latest research makes even this look optimistic as it suggests that the 2ºC carbon 
budget for 1850 to 2100 is already used up “so emissions must ramp down to zero 
immediately” and go negative after 2050.5 

Source: WBGU. 6

Calculations of the long term carbon budget through to 2500 indicate that only 60% of 
existing fossil fuel reserves – the stuff that is already found and available for extraction at 
current prices – can be burnt in the next 500 years. There are two evident implications: first, 
all exploration should stop now; and second, unconventional resources (tar sands, deep water, 
shale gas, coal-to-liquids, etc) must be abandoned.7 

4 Anderson, K. and A. Bows, 2008. Reframing the climate change challenge in light of post-2000 emission  
trends, Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society. doi:10.1098/rsta.2008.0138, Published online. The 
authors intentionally made optimistic assumptions about reduced deforestation and reductions in greenhouse 
gasses other than carbon dioxide. If these assumptions failed, neither 450 nor 550 would be possible. 
5 Arora, V., J. Scinocca, G. Boer, J. Christian, K. Denman, G. Flato, V. Kharin, W. Lee, and W. Merryfield, 
2011. Carbon emission limits required to satisfy future representative concentration pathways of greenhouse  
gases, Geophysical research letters, Vol. 38, published 10 march 2011.
6 German Advisory Council on Global Change (WBGU). 2009. Solving the Climate Dilemma:

The Carbon Budget Approach. Berlin: WBGU. Note that carbon reductions following a 2015 peak are 
less demanding that that calculated by Anderson & Bowes.
7 Allen, M., D. Frame1, K. Frieler, W. Hare, C. Huntingford, C. Jones, R. Knutti, J. Lowe, M. Meinshausen, N. 
Meinshausen and S. Raper, The exit strategy, published in Nature, 30th April 2009.
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The trend of declining carbon intensity relative to GDP was reversed around 2000 and actual 
emissions rose steeply in the boom years to 2008. The economic bust produced a small 
decline (1.3%) in global emissions, with sharper declines in Northern emissions, in 2009. 
This will fortuitously enable some Northern (Annex 1) countries to meet their Kyoto 
obligations for emission reductions. It also provides a narrow chance to make good on an 
early peak. There is, however, every indication that carbon intensity is still increasing and the 
partial economic recovery in 2010 quickly restored the growth in emissions. 

3. World in crisis

Climate change is but one aspect of global environmental change threatening economies and 
people’s livelihoods. The ruin of land, fresh water and the oceans makes people and their 
environments more vulnerable to climate change. Environmental ‘services’ are now in 
jeopardy in many areas, including in South Africa. Engineered responses will become 
increasingly expensive and infeasible.  

Further, the environmental crisis is paralleled by two other crises:
- the global depletion of fossil fuels and oil.
- increasing political and economic turbulence associated with a declining US 

hegemony;

This makes for a triple crisis for the current system of capitalist development. The interaction 
of these three dimensions of crisis will be complex and contradictory. Thus, global economic 
depression now presents the best hope for achieving a credible reduction in carbon emissions. 
This is a stark indicator that the present development regime is unsustainable. Poverty is also 
an indicator of unsustainable development. The poor live in crisis and this crisis is also the 
creation of the system.

Peak oil and escalating energy costs add a further recessionary dynamic. In itself, however, 
peak oil creates incentives for greater carbon intensity as much as for a turn to low carbon 
energies. This is one reason for the reversal of the long term trend to reduced energy and 
carbon intensity as more energy is required to produce energy. The carbon intensity of all 
economies, north and south, is now increasing.8 Production is also dirtier and more 
hazardous. Low quality crude oil and tar sands are being used to compensate for the decline 
of ‘easy oil’ and big oil is chasing resources in ever more remote and difficult environments. 
The blow out on BP’s deep water rig in the Gulf of Mexico is a symptom of this. 

The global financial meltdown revealed that the world’s governments are driven by an 
absolute and unconditional priority for capital. To save the banks, they instantly conjured up 
US$ trillions in bailouts, free loans and guarantees. To save the planet, to save the children, to 

8 Raupach, M., G. Marland, P. Ciais, C. Le Quéré, J. Canadell, G. Klepper and C. Field, 2007. Global and 
regional drivers of accelerating CO2 emissions, Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences available at 
www.pnas.org.
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save the flood victims of Niger, they quibble over costs and conditions or make photo call 
pledges which they will not honour.

The depression is now in its second phase as costs of saving the banks are displaced onto 
national states for transfer to the people in the form of austerity programmes or raised taxes. 
This has created new opportunities for bank profiteering through vulture raids on vulnerable 
countries and renewed speculation in commodities at the expense of people. 

The roots of the economic crisis must be understood. From around 1980, finance capital 
unmoored from production because the latter could not provide the return on capital 
necessary for growth. Consequently central bankers, led by the US Fed, blew up one bubble 
after another to absorb surplus capital, pump up Northern (and Southern elite) consumption, 
and sustain the bullish sentiment on stock markets. The banks clamoured for deregulation and 
the rules of prudent banking were abandoned. As one financier declared, “What used to be a 
conflict of interest is now a synergy.”9 In short, global finance capital turned itself into a giant 
Ponzi (or pyramid) scheme.

This strategy for sustaining growth was complimented by intensified dispossession, 
aggressively transferring wealth from poor to rich, on a global scale. Northern transnational 
corporations relocated production to low cost Southern countries which competed for this 
foreign direct investment by lowering labour and environmental standards in a ‘race for the 
bottom’. Economic growth was thus accompanied by growing inequality of incomes globally 
and in most countries North and South, intensified pollution and carbon emissions and large 
scale dispossession of those who stood in the way of ‘development’. 

While accelerated growth is justified as pulling people out of poverty, the poor got just $0.60 
from every $100.00 worth of economic growth in the 1990s.10 What they lost in health, land 
and public services was worth far more than the 60 cents. In the boom years to 2008, the 
crisis of poverty intensified. Growth is making poverty, not alleviating poverty. 

It is capital that requires growth. As Walden Bello of Focus on the Global South puts it,

Growthmania  …  is  a  cultivated  ideological  predisposition  that  serves  as  a 
protective  shield  for  global  capitalism.  Capitalism  is  an  expansive  mode  of 
production,  and  it  can  only  reproduce  itself  by  continually  transforming  living 
nature into dead commodities. … This is why ever-increasing consumption is so 
central to the engine of profitability that drives capitalism.11 

 
But never-ending growth is not compatible with a credible response to climate change. 
Considering that carbon emissions must be cut by 6-9% per year, climate scientists Anderson 

9 Jack Grubman, Citigroup executive, quoted in Brenner 2003. xx 
10 Andrew Simms, Victoria Johnson and Peter Chowla, 2010. Growth isn’t Possible, New Economics 
Foundation, p. 18.
11 Walden Bello, The Anti-Climate Summit, posted at truthout, July 15, 2008.
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and Bows conclude that “it is difficult to envisage anything other than a planned economic 
recession being compatible with stabilisation at below 650 ppm CO2e”. This implies “an 
unprecedented step change in the global economic model”.12 In other words, it implies 
ditching capitalism.

4. Negotiating the climate away

The international climate process is dead. The annual round of negotiations will continue as a 
ghostly charade made necessary because the world’s leaders cannot announce their failure 
nor admit the futility of a process that refuses to address the central issue: the capitalist 
economy over which they preside cannot be reconciled with a credible response to climate 
change. As Via Campesina leader Josie Riffaud put it, “Money and market solutions will not 
resolve the current crisis. We need instead a radical change in the way we produce and we 
consume, and this is what was not discussed in Copenhagen.”13 Any way forward lies with 
people’s movements. 

From the beginning, the negotiations have been subordinated to market imperatives. The 
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and the Kyoto 
Protocol were negotiated within the neo-liberal order of the Washington consensus. They 
make governments responsible for implementation while private sector corporations are made 
the agents of implementation. This agency, however, is voluntary and supposedly driven by 
the carbon market brought into being by states.

The Convention recognises that developed and developing countries have ‘common but 
differentiated responsibilities’. This principle is meant to secure developmental equity 
between North and South recognising that:

- Northern (or Annex 1) countries are responsible for the bulk of emissions to date and 
are better resourced to implement the agreement; and 

- Southern (or non-Annex 1) countries have a priority for development. 

Kyoto

The UNFCCC initially relied on voluntary reductions from Annex I countries. No-one 
volunteered. A binding agreement was therefore called for. Kyoto is based on a proposal put 
forward in 1997 by the US and sets up emissions trading. This followed an earlier Brazilian 
proposal, rejected out of hand by the US, that Northern countries exceeding their reduction 
targets should pay a fine into a common pot which could then be used to finance projects in 
Southern countries. The US proposal also displaced European proposals for a carbon tax. 

12 Anderson, K. and A. Bows, 2008. Reframing the climate change challenge in light of post-2000 emission 
trends, Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society. doi:10.1098/rsta.2008.0138, p. 18 & 15.
13 La Via Campesina press release, Traders failed in Copenhagen: The future lies in people’s hands, 
Copenhagen, December 19, 2009.
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Kyoto is essentially a cap-and-trade scheme and was adopted not because anyone really 
believed it would work but because it appeared that trading was a pre-condition for US 
agreement. Having imposed its preferred system, the US exempted itself from abiding by it. 
The Clinton administration avoided putting it to Congress for ratification and Bush actively 
rejected Kyoto claiming that it was unfair for Northern countries to take commitments if 
Southern countries did not. 

The US knew Southern countries would not accept this. From the start, they have refused 
commitments until the North demonstrates real reductions. They argue that Northern 
countries developed on the back of high emissions and still produce the majority of 
emissions. They also suspected, with some justification, that the North was using the climate 
negotiations to lock in economic dominance by blocking economic development in the South. 

Kyoto set mandatory emission reduction targets – the would-be cap – to be achieved in the 
‘first commitment period’ (2008 to 2012). It specified targets for each Annex 1 country 
which added up to a 5% reduction in Annex 1 emissions as compared with what they emitted 
in 1990. This target was woefully inadequate but it was argued that they would be ratcheted 
up in successive five year commitment periods. Thus, in the ‘second commitment period’ 
beginning in 2012, it was expected that Annex 1 countries would take on tougher targets 
while ‘non-Annex 1’ countries would also take mandatory reduction targets. 

The targets themselves, however, were founded on the deeply inequitable principle of 
‘grandfathering’: those countries with the highest emissions in 1990 would have the largest 
rights to future emissions. The targets thus enshrined historic inequalities and projected them 
into the future. The logic of grandfathering extends to all levels of the economy and 
individual corporations by validating business-as-usual as the baseline against which carbon 
savings are measured. Thus, the trading mechanisms are supposed to reward increments in 
carbon efficiency but without challenging industries which are inherently incompatible with 
emissions criteria derived from the carbon budget.

Kyoto set up carbon trading through three ‘flexible mechanisms’: Emissions trading allows 
Annex I countries and corporations that exceed their reduction targets to trade their surplus 
allocation with other Annex 1 countries that do not meet the targets; Joint Implementation 
(JI) projects enable investors in one Annex I country to invest in projects that produce less 
emissions than a business-as-usual project in another Annex I country and to claim ‘carbon 
credits’ for the reductions; the Clean Development Mechanism (CDM) works in the same 
way except that the investors must be from Annex I countries and CDM projects must be 
located in non-Annex I countries. 

The stated objective of CDM was to support sustainable development in Southern countries 
while reducing the costs to Annex I countries of meeting their reduction targets. Thus, 
Northern polluters could invest in ‘clean development’ projects in the South and claim carbon 
credits known as ‘certified emissions reductions’ (CERs). Alternatively, they could buy 
CERs produced from CDM projects on the market. The explicit reasoning behind this was 
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first that the costs of meeting targets would be unaffordable to Northern economies and 
second that reductions would be cheaper in the South. It is thus founded on unequal 
development – that is, on economic, social and environmental injustice. 

Wolfgang Sachs concluded that negotiators “were charged with protecting economic growth 
and not the climate” to which end Kyoto embodies three strategies: Northern obligations are 
transferred to the South and East – through CDMs and JIs; obligations are discharged through 
carbon sinks, such as forest ‘off-set’ projects mainly located in the South and again funded 
through CDM;  and negotiations are framed to focus on the economic tailpipe and exclude 
discussion of driving interests in the engine room.14 

Trading

The effects of trading on carbon emissions are predictably dismal. The EU set up its own 
internal emissions trading scheme (ETS). The ETS has delivered profits to polluters and 
traders without reducing emissions. This followed the over-allocation of give-away emission 
rights to big corporations, notably the power utilities, effectively lifting the cap right off the 
corporate heads and leading to a collapse in the carbon price. 

The crash in commodity prices similarly crashed the carbon price. European industry 
slumped, energy consumption shrivelled, corporate revenues dwindled and the creditors came 
knocking at their doors. What they had in surplus was carbon credits which were sold off to 
plug the holes in their balance sheets. Got free, they produced pure profit at whatever price. 

CDM has an equally inglorious record. It invites players to ‘game the system’ and they have 
embraced the invitation. But even if the rules are followed, the carbon accounting is based on 
a series of fictions and false assumptions, particularly in respect of off-sets. For Southern 
countries, CDM has simply created a new arena of competition for foreign direct investment. 
Real or not, the carbon credits are subtracted from the Northern country’s total carbon count 
and must logically be added to the Southern country’s count. This is fudged. Thus, Sasol 
includes its CDM projects in its strategy for reducing its greenhouse gas emissions. So it 
takes the money from selling CERs but still reports the carbon reductions which are 
simultaneously claimed by the buyers. 

Northern countries, meanwhile, bank on trading to meet impressive sounding targets with 
minimal cuts in real emissions. Thus, the UK’s 2008 climate policy requires that the 
country’s CO2 emissions are cut by 60% by 2050 but this was contradicted by its energy 
plans. The contradiction was resolved by deleting a clause limiting the use of internationally 
traded credits in meeting the 60% target: “In other words [the UK] could buy the entire cut 
from other countries.”15 

14 Sachs, W. 2005. Equity in the Greenhouse. How just is the Kyoto Protocol? in Vermeersch, E. (ed), Reading 
the Kyoto Protocol: Ethical aspects of the Convention on Climate Change, Delft, Eburon, p.xx.
15 George Monbiot, Traded Away, The Guardian (London), July 24, 2008.
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Copenhagen & Cancun

Copenhagen terminated whatever credibility remained to the international negotiations. The 
people on the streets of Copenhagen chanted, “Change the system, not the climate.” But the 
purpose of all ‘major’ parties, North and South, was to defend their respective interests in the 
global accumulation of capital. In their vision, this is what is meant by ‘development’.
The US under Obama no longer gave credence to climate denial but otherwise continued with 
the wrecking tactics of his predecessors. The US refused binding targets and Europe moved 
to abandon negotiations for binding reductions for the ‘second commitment period’ under 
Kyoto. Southern negotiators then rallied to ‘save Kyoto’ as they saw the North wriggling out 
of binding commitments while shifting the burden of emission reduction onto the South.

There is an evident incoherence in these stratagems. Since the 1980s, the North has presided 
over a global restructuring of industry, relocating energy intensive manufacturing to the 
South through foreign direct investments controlled by Northern corporations. These 
industries are mostly geared for export in line with the Washington consensus and the goods 
are consumed primarily in the North. The major Southern countries themselves compete 
vigorously for Northern corporate investments as industries move South looking for the 
cheapest energy, labour and environmental regimes while the North rigs the rules to keep 
profits, cheap goods and strategic resources flowing North.

The North, and the US in particular, thus calls for carbon savings in developing countries 
while depending on them to produce carbon intensive goods on the cheap for the home 
market. The Southern countries meanwhile defend carbon intensive production in order to 
produce those goods while calling on developed countries to reduce consumption. They claim 
that their right to ‘carbon space’ is necessary for development that will alleviate the poverty. 
India’s climate justice movement called this “hiding behind the poor” because the benefits of 
development are appropriated by the elite while the poor are dispossessed.16 

Beneath the increasingly heated conflicts between North and South, lies a deep seated 
collusion. Their respective interests in capital accumulation are best served by a 
dysfunctional climate regime. This allows each to use the other as an alibi for inaction or 
failure while rallying the home crowd in support. 

The Copenhagen Accord is a symptom of this malaise. It was negotiated in back rooms, first 
between the US and the BASIC countries (Brazil, South Africa, India and China) and then 
with a still restricted group including Europe. The attempt to gavel it through at plenary, 
before many countries had even had a chance to read it, was resisted particularly by the 
ALBA countries (Venezuela, Bolivia, Cuba and Nicaragua) and the Accord was merely 
noted. In terms of substance (or lack of it), the Accord provoked a rare moment of unanimity 
from across the spectrum of civil society opinion. It was met with derision. 

16 Memorandum to the Government of India on the UNFCCC’s 15th Conference of the Parties at Copenhagen, 
signed by the National Alliance of People’s Movements and 18 other organisations, November 24, 2009.
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Bolivia then hosted the Cochabamba People’s Conference and it appeared that there might be 
the beginning of a shift in power with nation states realigning themselves with the people’s 
movements. Following a year of diplomatic bribery and coercion, however, the Accord was 
effectively written into the official agreement at Cancun to the cheers of most delegates and 
civil society insiders. Bolivia tried to honour Cochabamba in Cancun. On the inside, it was 
abandoned by the rest of ALBA, isolated in the CoP and ignored when it objected to the 
agreement. On the outside, it emphasised its association with the people’s movements. In the 
words of Pablo Solon, its chief negotiator, “ … we did not feel alone [because] we received 
thousands of messages of support from the women, men, and young people of the social 
movements that have stood by us and have helped inform our position.”17

The Cancun agreement18 adopts the voluntary ‘pledges’ made under the Copenhagen Accord. 
If each country actually meets its pledge, it will result in a 5˚C rise in average global 
temperatures from emissions alone – climate feedbacks will push it higher. The agreed 2˚C 
target is thus meaningless. Cancun even agreed to open discussion on a 1.5˚C target. We may 
endorse that target but, in the context of the multilateral negotiations, it too will be 
meaningless. 

Carbon trading saturates the Cancun text but is no longer supported even by the fraudulent 
logic of Kyoto: the cap is thrown out and, even in neo-liberal theory, trade without a 
universal cap contributes nothing to carbon reductions. Kyoto, of course, never achieved a 
universal cap and, if there is a second commitment period, it will merely aggregate Annex 1 
pledges. Kyoto is an empty shell but may be used to agree on what technical frauds are 
required for carbon trading. 

Pledges are accompanied by review – hence, the new climate regime is dubbed ‘pledge & 
review’. Review entails heavy bureaucracy and the opportunity for mutual recrimination. It is 
otherwise without purpose. TWN sees the review system imposing added obligations on the 
South.19 Southern countries are subject to international verification for anything done with 
international support. Northern country reporting is subject to international ‘assessment’ but 
not ‘verification’.

Financial and technology transfers were high on the Southern agenda at Copenhagen and 
Cancun. The establishment of the ‘Green Climate Fund’ under UN control provided the one 
glimmer of light at Cancun – but it was immediately snuffed out by putting the fund under 
World Bank management. The AU has since decided to channel all Green Climate Fund 
money through the AfDB which is, in effect, the WB’s branch in Africa. However that may 
be, the bag marked $100 billion remains as empty as when Hilary Clinton held it up for the 

17 Pablo Solon, Why Bolivia stood alone in opposing the Cancun climate agreement, The Guardian (London), 
December 21, 2010.
18 Bali agreed to a ‘two track’ negotiation process: The Long-term Cooperative Agreement (LCA) track and the 
Kyoto Protocol (KP) track. The Cancun agreement is under the LCA only as the parties effectively abandoned 
the Kyoto track. G77 parties have tried to recover it on the way to Durban.  
19 Martin Khor, Strange outcome of Cancun climate conference, TWN Cancun News Update 20, 14 December 
2010. 
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cameras at Copenhagen. Even the ‘fast-track’ $30 billion for 2010 to 2012 has evaporated. 
Cancun copies the Accord verbatim: Funds may “come from a wide variety of sources, public 
and private, bilateral and multilateral, including alternative sources of finance.” No 
obligations for the North there. 

Promises of technology transfer are also empty. The critical issue concerns intellectual 
property rights under the WTO. At the insistence of the US, and over Bolivian protests, 
Cancun avoids mentioning them. At the same time, carbon capture and storage (CCS) is 
adopted as a recognised mitigation technology and so eligible for carbon credits within the 
trading regime. 

The adaptation section is composed largely of pieties while REDD is a charter for corporate 
land grabbing whether by conservation or agribusiness.20 

For Durban, the South African government is talking of a ‘balance’ of ambition and realism. 
The history of realism shows a steady regression: Kyoto was lousy; Bali was terrible; 
Copenhagen was disastrous; Cancun was catastrophic. Civil society has followed that 
regression. Climate NGOs hated Kyoto but, two years later in Bonn, they accepted it because 
it introduced targets. They were then caught in the logic of trying to make the trading 
mechanisms work ‘properly’ but have been pushed back at every turn. The rules have been 
loosened in response to corporate and state interests, not tightened in response to civil society 
demands. The recognition of CCS is but the latest example and it must be questioned if 
nuclear will not follow. There is reason to think that South Africa would support a French 
initiative to that end.

Corporates at the table

World Business Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD) was formed for the purpose 
of participating in the Rio Earth Summit (UNCED) under the slogan that ‘business is part of 
the solution’. Together with the World Bank, it represented the vanguard of ecological 
modernisation and so appeared different from eco vandals like ExxonMobil. Yet they shared 
much the same agenda for deregulation – or rather, market regulation – and the associated 
hostility to enforceable laws. Being part of the solution – or not – must be voluntary. 

This divide in business has its analogue in the difference between the Clinton and Bush 
administrations and also between cap-and-trade and pledge-and-review. Both camps 
represent the neo-liberal moment. While ExxonMobil pretended that it wasn’t funding 
climate denial by ‘independent scientists’, WBCSD could make the business case for 
responsible corporate behaviour (a backhanded way of saying that responsible behaviour can 
be justified only if it adds to the bottom line) to claim a positive role in global or national 
governance. It’s a kind of good cop, bad cop act.

20 For detailed comment on REDD in Cancun, see Oscar Reyes, Two pluses don’t make a positive; REDD and 
agriculture,; and Tamra Gilbertson, Outcomes of REDD+ in Cancun: a flawed plan for the world's remaining  
forests, both posted at Carbon Trade Watch, January 20, 2011.
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Corporate capital thus had a seat – or rather many seats – at the UNFCCC table from the 
beginning. They are present on many national delegations and their participation is 
coordinated internationally through organisations such as WBCSD. Moreover, they are able 
to use their privileged participation in other processes, notably WTO, and at different scales 
to strategic effect.

As an example, European business called on the EU to back off on more ambitious reductions 
unless the US makes comparable commitments. At least eight big European transnational 
corporations then funded US Senate candidates who either said climate change isn’t 
happening or that they would block climate legislation. They include some of South Africa’s 
favourite transnationals: BP, ArcelorMittal, Bayer and Lafarge.21 

South Africa took a large delegation to Cancun. It included no less than five Eskom people as 
well as someone from the Central Energy Fund. The delegation for the 2011 intersessionals 
includes people from both Eskom and Sasol. Former DEA official Joanne Yawitch has 
meanwhile passed through the revolving door to the National Business Initiative (NBI), 
linked with WBCSD, and will maintain her place in the delegation. 

On occasion, business is credited with writing specific policy positions. Thus, it is said that 
Eskom wrote the position on sectoral carbon trading. Sectoral trading expands CDM and is 
linked with ‘programmatic CDM’. It allows credits for initiatives taken at sectoral level rather 
than project level. Eskom would be a major beneficiary of power sector trading. South Africa 
then took the position prepared by Eskom into the Africa group. Eskom’s position may 
therefore become Africa’s position. Sasol, meanwhile, says it has directly ‘supported’ the 
finalisation of South African positions on various issues such as market mechanisms. The 
corporation is on record as opposing legally binding targets.22

BASIC and South Africa

On the road from Bali (2007) to Copenhagen, South Africa joined Brazil, China and India in 
what came to be called the BASIC group. This group is increasingly formal and its 
emergence is one symptom of the fragmentation of the G77+China group that has hitherto 
represented the interests of the South. Prior to Bali, G77 was in effect led by India and 
represented the priority for ‘development’. 

BASIC represents the interests of the ‘major’ Southern economies in defending ‘carbon 
space’. It has its economic counter-part in the BRIC grouping (Brazil, Russia, India and 
China) which South Africa lobbied hard to join. They have an absolute priority for rapid 
economic growth and the defence of ‘sovereignty’, articulated most explicitly by China. 

21 CAN Europe, Think globally, sabotage locally: How and why European companies are funding climate  
change deniers and anti-climate legislation voices in the 2010 US Senate race, October 2010. 
22 Sasol, Carbon Disclosure Project response; Sasol against binding climate pact. Business Report, May 5, 2011. 
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At the other end of the scale are the small island states which will be wiped off the world’s 
map by sea level rise. Together with some African voices, they saw the BASIC carbon 
agenda as their death knell. At a side event in Copenhagen, G77 chair Lumumba di’Apping 
criticised South Africa for abandoning the rest of Africa. South Africa demanded a retraction. 
The anti-imperialist ALBA states of Latin America, grouped around Venezuela and Bolivia, 
form a third grouping and aligned themselves with social movements – or sought to align the 
movements to themselves – at Copenhagen and then at Cochabamba. 

BASIC played a significant if lamentable role at Copenhagen, negotiating the text of the 
Copenhagen Accord in a back room with the US. The Copenhagen Accord itself was the 
product of the US strategy to undermine the UN process in favour of negotiations between 
major economies. Following the uproar in the final session at Copenhagen, the BASIC 
countries backtracked, making their Copenhagen offers conditional on agreement within the 
UN process – obtained at Cancun. 

Following Cancun, some insiders commented that the BASIC countries foresaw escalating 
pressure to take on binding reduction commitments and supported the Cancun agreement to 
forestall it. This implies that, despite their protestations, they are happy to ditch Kyoto and so 
take binding commitments off the table altogether. At the 2011 Bangkok inter-sessional, 
however, the G77 again rallied to recuperate something of what the South gave away in 
Cancun. South Africa then said it does not want Kyoto to die in Durban23 and, in August 
2011, BASIC ministers jointly insisted that agreement “on the second commitment period is 
the central priority for Durban” and Kyoto was necessary both to prevent Northern countries 
ducking their obligations and to secure the future of trading and CDM in particular.24 

It thus seems that BASIC wavers between the narrow interests of its members and a wider 
political interest in retaining a kind of shared hegemony within G77. ‘BASIC plus’ now 
includes the current G77 chair. At the same time, G77 itself wavers between acquiescence to 
Northern demands (or bribes) and the assertion of Southern interests.

Whatever the political manoeuvring between pledge-and-review and cap-and-trade, it is 
notable that Southern country Copenhagen pledges for 2020 add up to more than Northern 
country pledges as compared with their respective ‘business as usual’ 2020 baseline 
emissions.25 And while the US has made much of China’s increasing emissions, China has 
taken more determined action, for example, building far more renewable plants (as well as 
more fossil plants) than the US. 

This shows up Northern hypocrisy but it should also be remembered that ‘business as usual’ 
is the foundation of grandfathering and involves exactly the same forms of fictive calculation 
23 Extending Kyoto Protocol critical – Molewa, Engineering News, April 20, 2011
24 Joint Statement Issued At the Conclusion of the Eighth Basic Ministerial Meeting On Climate Change, August 
28, 2011.
25 Kartha, S., and P. Erickson, 2011. Comparison of Annex 1 and non-Annex 1 pledges under the Cancun 
Agreements, Stockholm Environment Institute, Working Paper WP-US-1107, June 2011.
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as CDM. South Africa has just demonstrated the benefits of voluntary pledges based on a 
fiction. Its newly minted climate policy manipulates the maths to give an extra 100 mt/y on 
the already generous carbon allowance implied by its original pledge. South Africa has at 
least given actual numbers. Most other major Southern economies have carefully avoided 
doing so. Calculating against business-as-usual was, of course, introduced by the Northern 
countries and its real function is to make economic growth axiomatic.

Northern countries, meanwhile, have generally pledged absolute emission reductions but are 
loose enough to allow an increase. 

-----------------------------------------------------------

South Africa's Wayward Emissions Targets

In early 2011, South Africa released a Green Paper on climate change for public comments. 
CJN!SA critiqued this Paper, making two key points: I) The Green Paper did not endorse a 
1.5 degrees target, but a two degrees target. II) The emissions targets, given as percentage 
decreases from a mythical future projection, were so numerically vague as to be meaningless.

In late October, South Africa's Department of Environmental Affairs released a White Paper 
on climate change in which it committed to keep “well below a maximum of 2ºC above pre-
industrial levels”. It is a pity that its emissions targets (this time given as absolute emissions 
targets) are not in line with 1.5 degrees or 2 degrees, nor are they fair under common but 
differentiated responsibilities; if other Brics countries adopted South Africa's emissions 
pathway, they alone would push the globe beyond 2 degrees in as little as 28 years. (see CJN!
SA member, Earthlife Africa Jhb, submission on the White Paper, 
http://www.earthlife.org.za/?p=1660).

In effect, South Africa is a prime example of what countries across the globe are doing. 
Talking green and attempting to co-opt the language of climate justice, but who's investment 
decisions are overwhelmingly in the fossil fuel industry; South Africa's own energy plan 
(IRP2) for the next 30 years involves an expansion of coal-fired power stations, both publicly 
and privately owned. Follow the money; the road to environmental collapse is paved with 
state money for cheap power for multinational corporations.

------------------------------------------------------------

Road to Durban

South Africa has committed to learn from the Mexican management of COP 16. The lessons, 
however, appear wholly negative. Khor observes the Mexican recourse to WTO style 
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negotiating practices with many documents having their origin in obscure meeting rooms and 
appearing as if from no-where without attribution.26

The South African government has variously stated that Durban will be a ‘people’s COP’ and 
an ‘African COP’. The people’s COP rhetoric has since faded while the African COP has 
been emphasised. This reacts to constant complaints, notably Di’Aping’s Copenhagen 
accusation, that South Africa undermines strong African positions. Civil Society insiders to 
the negotiations remark that South Africa tends to adopt European positions, sometimes word 
for word, and so carries a Northern agenda into the African forum. That includes punting for 
2˚C even as African countries call for 1.5˚C.

At the same time, South Africa is sometimes accused of betraying Africa when it is speaking 
for African positions. There is, for example, no evidence of African governmental resistance 
to carbon markets. To the contrary, the African complaint has been that CDM has passed it 
by. South Africa does not betray the Africa group when it articulates this position as it did at 
the Nairobi COP in 2006. Whether it betrays the African people is another matter.

There must be sympathy for African negotiators who are hopelessly out-gunned by the huge 
delegations brought to the negotiations by the imperial powers. Nevertheless, Africa 
remained almost entirely quiescent throughout the negotiating process until the run up to 
Copenhagen. Even then, it appeared that the tougher stand was calculated to up the price of 
being bought off. No African countries joined the Alba protest that gave some dignity to the 
final proceedings in Copenhagen. And there was no surprise that they left Bolivia to stand 
alone in Cancun.

Bolivia is one of the poorest countries in the world and, for all the mother earth rhetoric, it is 
no paragon of environmental or anti-capitalist virtue. There are fierce struggles going on 
within the country as people resist a government drive to push through destructive 
developments. At the Cochabamba conference, the dissident ‘Table 18’ spotlighted the 
contradiction between Bolivia’s international stance and its record on environmental justice 
at home. Nevertheless, Bolivia showed that all countries – poor and rich – make a political 
choice about the manner of their participation in the negotiations. It showed that a country 
can break from the logic that has hitherto determined engagement within the UNFCCC. And 
it showed that the different logic is produced through an alliance with people’s movements in 
preference to the business-as-usual representation of capital. We need more Bolivias!

That Bolivia took a stand on principle is of course the result of a particular history and 
reflects the present strength of social movements in Latin America. This shows us the task of 
organisations and movements everywhere. The logic of saving capital and not the climate 
will prevail unless people’s movements force governments to change the logic of their 
participation in the UNFCCC. Clearly this is a long term project with Durban just one of the 

26 Martin Khor, Complex implications of the Cancun Climate Conference, Economic and Political Weekly, 
December 25, 2010, Vol.xlv, No.52.
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staging posts. It gives the climate justice movement in South Africa an opportunity for 
mobilisation but the challenge is to sustain that beyond Durban.

Based on the above, CJN!SA is looking for the following from COP17:

• The world needs to agree to a fair, just, binding climate change deal that limits global 

temperature rise to as little above 1 degrees as possible. Any increase above 1.5 
degrees will be catastrophic for the world in general and Africa in particular.

• The world adopts a carbon budget approach, clearly indicating emissions limits on a 

global level

• CJN!SA rejects carbon trading, CDM, carbon capture and storage, nuclear power, and 

geo-engineering

• Annex I countries must take on radical emissions cuts and go to negative emissions 

before 2050 and provide adaptation and mitigation finance to non-Annex I countries.

• Brics countries need to take on mandatory, legally-binding emissions reduction in line 

with common but differentiated responsibilities. 

• The World Bank should not be involved in any fund and should get out of funding 

coal

• All climate funds should be above and beyond ODA and come from public sources; 

for example, a Tobin Tax and Bunker Tax
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