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State Civil Society Politics: Kyoto Protocol

I got very interested in what [my graduate student] was doing on the different ways in which acid rain was talked about by scientists, politicians, the public, and environmental groups. You could see these different [environmental] discourses being set up and used as part of a play of power (Harvey: 3)

It is the “perceptions” of an individual, community, or nation-state that is often based upon past experiences and built-upon knowledge that greatly dictates the actions taken.  This holds true when looking at human interactions with and policy concerning environmental resources.  As is captured in the segment from an interview with geographer David Harvey, the differences in these perceptions or, as he deems them, discourses, and how they are developed is directly related to the power structures which so affect environmental policy and decision-making procedures. As is true with any multi-party decision-making body, the incentives, experience-base and knowledge-base that each party brings to the table plays a key role in their perception of the greater problems at hand.  Needless to say, these elemental attributes are often in conflict with those of the other members of the decision-making body.  

In the case of global warming, as is true with most environmental change, there are great differences in both the current and projected effects on countries and regionalities throughout the globe: there are going to be winners and losers in both the short and long term.  The uneven distribution of effects of global warming  is addressed in the below section of the 1992 UN Framework Convention on Climate Change:

Recognizing further that low-lying and other small island countries, countries with low-lying coastal, arid and semiarid areas or areas liable to floods, drought and desertification, and developing countries with fragile mountainous ecosystems are particularly vulnerable to the adverse effects of climate change,

In regards to climate change, the irregularities in the causal/effect chain, knowledge of relevant systems and scales, and available data are all abundant.  As is discussed in Oppenheimer et al, there is a need for both the “abstract” and the “specific” in terms of regulation and understanding of the processes as well as long-term and short-term policy objectives. This puts increasing pressure on the scientific community to separate and compare/contrast the impacts of human factors on climate change and the earth’s natural fluctuations.  There is also the question of whether policy should focus more on regional, national, or global impacts of climate change.  This is particularly difficult in that the effect at each of these scales is quite different.  Furthermore, all of these factors and variables must fit within political and economic guidelines (boundaries?) that are set forth by participating bodies.  

It is interesting to note the separation of international agreements and the specific policies instituted and enforced within the participating countries.  A cross-comparison of the differing approaches and reasoning behind the formats set in place by each of the national governments would be beneficial.  There is particular concern among international decision-making bodies about the lack of action and leadership from countries such as the United States.  

Developing countries would be unlikely to restrain their emissions until the United States shows leadership, and the resulting game of “chicken” could postpone emissions reductions long enough so that the time window for avoiding dangerous climate change would close. In fact, developing country attention is focused on the issue of burden-sharing rather than on reaching agreement on long-term Objectives (Oppenheimer:37).

Just as there are inequalities in the impacts of global climate change among regions and nation-states, there are also divergences in the subsequent levels of economic and development impacts throughout the world.  Some developing countries may not have the same gross amount of money and/or investment necessary to institute changes, but the percentage of fiscal resources are often considered much more restrictive, particularly for poorer nations.  Agreements such as the Montreal Protocol allow developing countries’ commitments generally locking in ten years after industrialized countries’committments, which helps to balance the assumed adverse economic development effects of some climate-change related environmental restrictions.  Furthermore, as is pointed out in Oppenheimer et al., the estimated economic benefits from the Kyoto Protocol are expected to far outweigh the “losses”—again, these assumptions are dependent upon the case at hand and on the timescale being considered.

As is outlined in both the Framework for the Convention on Climate Change and in related documents there have been many different approaches to “risk assessment” theories concerning global warming and GHG emissions, population-based and (sustainability approach) threshold, benefit-cost approaches being highlighted by Oppenheimer et al as among the most common. According to the UNFCCC, their goals in terms of climate change initiatives are not framed in terms of limiting total greenhouse gas emissions, but in stabilizing their long-term atmospheric concentrations. Accordingly, much of the focus has been on reaching an atmospheric balance between the outputs and sinks, however, we still have many uncertainties about the system and the components of it.  Therefore, is this a good approach?  Furthermore, the use of “sustainable” as a main guideline for negotiation is difficult in that it is a term with a broad-reaching definition.  

Oppenheimer et al mentions in their analysis that the links between current perceptions/realities of economic development and the use of fossil fuels is key to the political action and/or lack thereof behind climate change initiatives.  This is particularly evident in the relation of the current US administration to the Kyoto Protocol and their admonishment of the entire treaty.  The global dependency on petroleum-based products is of serious concern both within the goals of the Kyoto Protocol and in the need for increased emphasis not only on decreased levels of total consumption and alternative forms of “clean energy”.  
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