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2001 after the death of several former Plantar workers. One, Aurino 
dos  Santos Filho, died with a pump fi lled with pesticides on his back 
while working on a eucalyptus plantation in Espirito Santo in 2001; 
he was only 34 years old. Aurino’s family has not received any com-
pensation from the company. Plantar does nothing for workers who 
become disabled as a result of their work for the company; many have 
already died. Plantar makes labour organising diffi  cult by rotating 
workers among far-fl ung sites. Worker leaders are registered as ‘urban 
labourers’ to prevent them from becoming rural union members.

Jorge, a former Plantar 
worker: ‘When I started 
working at Plantar I was 

OK. One day I fainted 
after lunch. I was 

already applying the 
insecticides, fungicides. 

I had headaches, I felt 
weak. My superior told 

me, “I am fi ring you 
because you don’t know 

if you are sick or not.” 
Six or seven people 

died. Plantar said it was 
heart failure. Now I’m 

unable to work. I don’t 
dare eat the fi sh from 

the streams here.’
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Locals: When it built a new tree nursery, Plantar, without consult-
ing local inhabitants, diverted a road that has always been used by the 
communities of Paiol de Cima, Meleiros, Cachoeira do Choro, Paiol 
de Baixo, Canabrava, Gomos and others, extending travel distances 
for local inhabitants, including 900 students from the Serfi o Eugenio 
School, by more than fi ve kilometres. Plantar also dammed up the 
 local Boa Morte river to supply the nursery with water, as well as pol-
luting water with fertilisers and other agrochemicals, causing com-
plaints from downstream water users.

Plantar: The detour has not caused any damage to local people. The 
original route is still there and can be used by pedestrians, cyclists 
and horse riders. Vehicle traffi  c has been diverted to prevent seedlings 
from being aff ected by dust, and drivers prefer to take the detour any-
way because the road is of better quality. Public and school buses no 
longer get stuck in the mud during rainy periods.

Locals: In 2003, the old road was fenced off , making it impossible 
even for pedestrians to use. Even for anyone daring to jump the fence, 
the road is unusable, since it is blocked by the company’s nursery. 
School buses never had problems with the old road.

Quilombola 
charcoal 
worker.

Most of the photographs and 
information in this section are 
courtesy of Tamra Gilbertson 
of Carbon Trade Watch and 
form part of an international 
exhibition developed by her on 
the Plantar case.
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With the help of 
Carbon Trade Watch, 
diff erent generations 

(above and below) 
learn how to fi lm their 
struggle to share with 

outsiders, including 
communities near a BP 

refi nery in Scotland. 
The carbon credits BP 
obtained from Plantar 

and other carbon 
projects would allow it 
to maintain high levels 

of fossil fuel pollution in 
Europe.
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Chapter 5
Ways forward

In which the claim that ‘there is no alternative’ to carbon trading is dissected 
and set aside, and emerging alliances for a more democratic and eff ective 
climate politics are explored. 

This special report has argued that the carbon market is getting in the 
way of solutions to the climate crisis. 

Yet many environmentalists – especially in the North – say that car-
bon trading is unavoidable. Citing the Kyoto Protocol, the EU ETS 
and other trading schemes, they argue that, like it or not, it’s impos-
sible to imagine any future national or international climate regime 
that does not include carbon markets. ‘The only policy measures with 
teeth involve cap and trade’, goes one often-heard refrain. ‘And the 
only way of overcoming US opposition to climate action is through 
carbon trading; to criticise carbon markets is to play into the hands of 
George W. Bush and the oil companies.’

There’s no time to start all over again, many environmentalists add, 
so the best we can do is roll up our sleeves and pitch in to try to make 
carbon trading a little less unworkable, a little less counterproductive 
and a little less unfair than it would be otherwise.

I can see you think this is the counsel of despair. But what’s the alternative?

That’s a question that’s often asked – again, especially in the North. 
Let’s start by trying to appreciate what a very strange question it is. 

Pollution trading is a completely new idea, recently pushed on the 
world by a small circle of neoliberal institutions in the US. (The 
quarrel between George W. Bush and carbon trading advocates such 
as the framers of the Kyoto Protocol is in part merely a friendly dis-
pute between two overlapping factions of US business.) Pollution 
trading’s main appeal is that it promises to save money for the rich 
over the short term. As a pollution control policy, it has a bad to indif-
ferent record in the very few places it’s been tried, and is sure to fail 
elsewhere if the pollutant involved is that slippery, ubiquitous com-
pound called carbon dioxide. 

By contrast, many so-called ‘alternative’ approaches are of extreme-
ly long standing, have a range of benefi cial eff ects, and have a prior 



330    development dialogue september 2006 – carbon trading

record of some success across a range of societies and issues. Most 
striking of all, many are already being widely used. 

That raises the question: why should anyone use the word ‘alterna-
tive’ to refer to these approaches, while speaking as if carbon trading 
were a ‘mainstream’ strategy? Carbon trading is not, in fact, part of 
most climate policy proposals. It is not what people are mainly rely-
ing on in their eff orts to tackle climate change. It’s not the only initia-
tive that has teeth and not ‘what we have to work with’. On the con-
trary, it’s a dubious sideshow that’s wasted a great deal of time because 
it’s been treated as a main event. It may appeal to Northern advisers 
at international fi nancial institutions under pressure to off er single 
‘silver bullet’ solutions to global problems.1 But it’s not working, and 
clearing it out of the way would be one good fi rst step towards more 
constructive action.

I’m confused. Could you give some examples of the more established and suc-
cessful strategies you’re talking about?

Well, you could start with a package of approaches that’s currently 
getting a lot of attention in Northern countries, where immediate 
steep cuts in fossil fuel emissions are most crucial. Roughly speaking, 
this package consists of

• large-scale public works 

• subsidy shifting 

• conventional regulation

• green taxes and other non-trading market mechanisms

• legal action

– all backed and monitored by popular movements and evaluated 
against ambitious short- and long-term targets. 

Sounds like a complicated blueprint to implement. 

Actually, it’s not a blueprint. Neither is carbon trading. Political ac-
tion isn’t the implementation of blueprints. The future isn’t decided 
by planners sitting in rooms by themselves and then slotting their 
plans into a black box of default political institutions. It’s more a mat-
ter of alliance-building, of move and counter-move. The package 
mentioned above isn’t a theory but a historical observation of the cur-
rent state of an ongoing process of discussion, confl ict, consultation 
and bridge-building in which a lot of political institutions themselves 
come into question. Proposals for action fl ow out of such processes; 
the processes do not fl ow out of them. 
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All right, no need to go on about it. But could you spell out the thinking sur-
rounding the strategies you mention?

First, sweeping public works programmes could help reorganise 
Northern societies’ infrastructure away from fossil fuel dependency 
in a way that pollution trading and taxes are incapable of doing. Such 
programmes could, for example, revamp transport systems; decen-
tralise electricity networks to make them more effi  cient, reliable, se-
cure and receptive to solar, wind and micro-hydro power;2 and help 
overhaul ineffi  cient heating systems.

Phasing out subsidies for fossil fuel exploration, extraction, refi ning, 
transport and use is a second climate-friendly structural shift that 
cannot be made through trading schemes but only through collec-
tive decision-making. The subsidies in question underwrite a huge 
range of activities from domestic and foreign pipeline development 
to superhighway construction, airport expansion, long-distance ship-
ping, military operations, tax exemptions for aviation and bunker fuel 
 users, low-cost credit and insurance for fossil fuel fi rms and consumer 
rebates for sports utility vehicles.3 Powerful enough political move-
ments could shift such towards a coherent programme of, for ex-
ample: renewable energy development; community-based planning 
for lower-carbon lifestyles; support for local movements protecting 
land, forests and smallholder agriculture; better insulation and heat-
ing; promotion of public debate and exchange on climate change; and 
just treatment for those who would otherwise suff er from the tran-
sition to less carbon-intensive industry, including fossil fuel workers 
and the poor. If coordinated regionally, increased support for renew-
able energy development could well spur global change more rap-
idly than negotiations at the United Nations, since it would threaten 
the competitiveness of countries that continued to insist on extreme 
fossil -fuel dependence.4 Cutting off  public subsidies for the export of 
climate- and people-unfriendly technologies would have the virtu-
ous side eff ect of supporting local eff orts to defend low-carbon life-
ways against large-scale and often corruption-ridden projects involv-
ing fossil fuels.5

But wait a minute. Aren’t fossil fuels the cheapest source of energy for South-
ern countries?

It’s not so simple – not when the history of subsidies is taken account 
of, costs such as health impacts, crop losses, and pollution damage are 
factored in, and fuel price risks are acknowledged.6 

Moreover, most foreign-backed fossil fuel projects in the South don’t 
provide cheap energy to the South itself, but rather result in fossil 

‘Tinkering around the 
edges won’t solve the 
problem. Just beating 

the carbon lobby won’t 
solve the problem. Full 
social pricing and better 
information distribution 

are not enough. Using 
resources wisely will 
require institutional 

change.’

Gar Lipow, 2006
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 fuels being exported and consumed in the industrial North. For ex-
ample, Nigeria, the world’s eighth largest oil exporter, imports 76 per 
cent of its petrol, and 34 per cent of its kerosene, at a cost of usd 3.6 
billion. In the oil-producing Niger delta region, fi rewood is the pri-
mary energy source for 73 per cent of the people.7 

In addition to shifting subsidies away from fossil fuel development, it’s 
also important to curb subsidies for deforestation provided by nation-
al governments, export credit agencies, the World Bank and others. 
These include subsidies for pulp mills, industrial monoculture planta-
tions, mining in forested areas and other enterprises that result in dis-
placement, impoverishment and ecological degradation.8 Such a move 
would help in both slowing down and adapting to climate change. 
Shifting subsidies away from military budgets, particularly that of the 
US, would also free up money for tackling climate change.9

A third element of a strategy for structural change in the North, in 
addition to public works and subsidy shifting, would be more serious 
conventional regulation setting effi  ciency and carbon use standards 
for buildings, vehicles and urban development and land-use planning. 
As noted in Chapter 3, such regulation is often capable of improving 
effi  ciency faster, at a lower cost, and in a less coercive way than mar-
ket mechanisms such as trading or taxes.10 It can do things that trad-
ing, taxes and voluntary programmes cannot do.11 

Fourth, as structural change provides more low-carbon choices (bet-
ter public transport, more effi  cient machinery), carbon taxes and  taxes 
on material intensity (focusing on unnecessary or throwaway use of 
metals, water, wood, plastics and so forth) come to have a greater ef-
fect.12 Revenues from such taxes could then be used to reduce taxes 
on labour, fund low-carbon energy and increase effi  ciency, or off er 
rebates to buyers of greener, more effi  cient equipment. 

Further market instruments that do not demand impossible types of 
quantifi cation could then be applied in the service of innovation. ‘En-
vironmental competition statutes’ that require polluters to pay costs that 
their competitors incur in reducing pollution are a good example.13

The courts provide yet another important arena for action beyond the 
trading fl oor. ‘If generally accepted scientifi c assessments are accu-
rate, global warming is likely to be the most expensive environmental 
problem ever’, explains US law professor Andrew Strauss. ‘Determi-
nations are going to have to be made about who is going to bear these 
costs…[and] litigation will very likely play a role.’ Oxford climate 
modeller Myles Allen and others advocate the use of public nuisance, 
product liability and human rights law against greenhouse gas pollut-
ers.14 Allen’s colleague, science and technology scholar Steve Rayner, 
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suggests that the ‘threat of civil liability may prove to be a much more 
powerful’ incentive to the US electricity utility industry to reduce its 
emissions’ than the threat of regulation.15 International law may pro-
vide still further avenues for action against global warming, through 
lawsuits against banks and export credit agencies for corruption and 
human rights violations connected with fossil fuel projects.16

Getting reacquainted with what works
In the South as well as the North, community-level or popular strat-
egies of proven worth in fostering climatic stability also need to be 
better recognised by environmentalists and systematically strength-
ened instead of being penalised and undermined by national govern-
ments, the World Bank, export credit agencies, the World Trade Or-
ganization and so on. For example: 

• Networks protecting community forests, other local commons and 
low-input swidden or integrated farming systems (increasingly sup-
plemented with biogas energy production) are a powerful force 
against climatically destabilising land clearance, commercial logging, 
high-input intensive agriculture and long-distance food transport. 

• Movements against trade liberalisation, privatisation and commodi-
fi cation worldwide help to slow growth in unnecessary transport 
and protect local subsistence regimes against threats from fossil 
fuel-intensive sectors.17 

• Popular movements against oil wars, gas and oil pipelines, fossil 
fuel extraction, power plant pollution and airport and highway 
expansion also help curb extraction of fossil fuels.

• It is increasingly clear that small renewable energy sources over 
which local communities have power, whether off -grid or on-
grid, are becoming a cheap alternative to fossil fuel-oriented cen-
tralised generating systems in many areas of the South. 

Insofar as they defend local resilience and promote community solidar-
ity and organisation, such strategies are crucial not only in slowing cli-
mate change but also in adapting to it.18 As scholars Elizabeth Malone 
and Steve Rayner observe, ‘fostering fl exibility means fostering power 
at the local level’.19 As emissions trading expert Ruth Greenspan Bell 
explains in an article on sulphur dioxide trading in China, fostering 
that power requires closer attention to realities on the ground than pol-
lution trading advocates have usually been willing to pay:

In their enthusiasm for effi  ciency over other values, the advocates 
for market-based instruments for environmental control have re-
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versed the order in which environmental solutions are found. 
They have given their prescriptions without fi rst doing a physical 
examination of the patient; in other words, they have fi rst recom-
mended environmental instruments and secondarily tried to bend 
institutions to support the already identifi ed cure… . Those who 
advise governments to adopt reforms for which the institutional 
basis does not yet exist put the cart before the horse, a costly mis-
take that directs weak countries in the direction of solutions they 
have little hope of implementing. Instead, the donors and advis-
ers should…take into account existing capabilities and institutions 
[and] fi nd examples of small, albeit imperfect, eff orts that seem to 
be working and building on them.20

Well, this is all very interesting, but is any of it really going to happen?

A lot of it already has happened, or has clear precedents. A lot of the 
strategies mentioned above have a far longer record of use than pol-
lution trading – and a more successful one. Public works and subsidy-
shifting have been used for millennia to change societies’ energy-use 
patterns – cases range from the ancient irrigation systems of Asia to the 
US’s undermining of rail travel and subsidisation of interstate highways 
and suburban sprawl following the Second World War.21 Taxation was 
used during the Xia and Shang Dynasties in China, in ancient Aksum 
and Ghana, ancient Egypt, Greece, Rome, and in the Aztec and Inca 
empires. Conventional pollution and energy regulation has been around 
for at least 150 years and has many achievements to its credit, including 
in the US from the 1970s onward at both national and state levels.22

Local forest or water commons regimes, meanwhile, have played 
a climate-stabilising role for decades or, in many cases, centuries.23 
Popular movements against privatisation and resource wars have been 
achieving concrete results for just as long. Hundreds of communi-
ties on at least four continents have been successfully protecting their 
 local areas from oil drilling for decades.24 In Costa Rica, the govern-
ment has halted eff orts by US oil companies to explore and extract 
hydrocarbons from some of the country’s richest ecosystems.25

Many of these strategies are already being explicitly directed at climate 
change. Climate-related regulation and climate-related tax codes are 
already on the books in many countries. In 2000, the Carib bean na-
tion of St. Lucia announced a unilateral plan for a fossil fuel-free en-
ergy future.26 Following the lead of the city of Växjö,27 Sweden is 
also planning to abandon the use of oil within 15 years and ultimately 
other fossil fuels as well.28 Although its claim to have cut emissions 
from 1997 to 1999 is questionable,29 China’s government has intro-
duced taxes and targets promoting effi  ciency and renewable energy 
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more stringent than those in the US, including laws allowing energy 
from renewable sources to be sold into the grid at a higher price and 
encouraging more energy-effi  cient buildings.30 Even in the US, uni-
versities, towns, cities, states and companies are taking their own ac-
tions against fossil fuel overuse, often without even mentioning car-
bon trading.31 Understanding that strict regulation is inevitable and 
worried about losing out when it comes, even many large US corpo-
rations are pressing their government for stronger intervention.32

Shifting subsidies away from fossil fuels, similarly, already has a lot of 
support. Backers range from grassroots groups in the South to Green-
peace to student organisations, the Climate Crisis Coalition, Platform, 
the US Climate Emergency Council and the government of Sweden.33 
The Kyoto Protocol itself commits its signatories to ‘progressive re-
duction or phasing out’ of damaging subsidies for fossil fuels. The Or-
ganization for Economic Cooperation and Development estimates that 
removing such subsidies would alone reduce emissions by 18 per cent 
by 2050 while increasing world income by 0.7 per cent.34 Oilwatch has 
proposed that nation states halt oil and gas extraction in protected areas 
and that they be compensated by countries that pledge to reduce dras-
tically their carbon dioxide emissions.35 Roughly 90 per cent of the US 
voting public now favours more subsidies and government regulation 
to encourage renewable energy.36

Demonstrators take to 
the streets in Montreal 

in December 2005 
on the occasion of 

the 11th Conference 
of the Parties of the 

UNFCCC.
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Calls for more sweeping taxes on carbon use are also reverberating 
worldwide.37 In addition, movements demanding institutional divesti-
ture from banks investing in fossil fuels are getting under way, and 
there are growing links between movements concerned with carbon 
trading and those concerned with related forms of privatisation in 
health, water, education, transport, energy and genetic information, 
and with biotechnology and nuclear energy. Legal action, too, is al-
ready being taken. In Nigeria, local communities have challenged 
oil companies as well as their own government in the courts over gas 
fl aring and pollution.38 Environmentalists are also suing US and Ger-
man export credit agencies for funding fossil-fuel projects abroad.39 In  
December 2005, Alaskan and Canadian Inuit peoples sent a petition 
to the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights claiming that 
the US was violating their human rights by refusing to cut green-
house gas emissions.40 In July 2004, eight states fi led a tort-based suit 
against electricity generators in a court in New York on global warn-
ing nuisance grounds. In June 2006, the US Supreme Court agreed to 
consider a demand by 12 states, together with various cities and en-
vironmental organisations, that the George W. Bush regime regulate 
carbon dioxide to combat global warming.41 

In short, the question ‘what’s your alternative to carbon trading?’ 
needs to be turned on its head. Carbon trading itself is an ‘alternative’ 
– although it’s perhaps too marginal, academic and parochial, when 
considered in a global context, to deserve even that title. Strategies 
such as those detailed above have a better claim to be considered part 
of a living mainstream. To treat the two as if they were on a par sig-
nals a catastrophic loss of political and historical perspective.

Choosing allies
OK, I take your point. But if so many of the non-trading approaches you men-
tion are well-established and widely-supported, why aren’t they achieving better 
results? Carbon trading may be a waste of time and resources, but the strategies 
you mention don’t seem to be doing so well against global warming, either! 

That’s true, but it’s important to remember that strategies such as 
those detailed above are not only ‘technically’ more realistic than 
carbon trading, but politically more realistic as well – provided that 
environmentalists and other activists fulfi ll their responsibility to help 
build alliances that can help make them so. 

In what ways are they more realistic?

In many ways. Unlike carbon trading, these approaches are built on 
the basic truth that most fossil fuels will have to be left in the ground. 



ways forward    337

Unlike carbon trading, they recognise irreversibility and the diff er-
ences between risk, uncertainty, ignorance and indeterminacy and 
don’t try to calculate the incalculable. Unlike carbon trading, they 
acknowledge explicitly the real-world functions and limitations of 
conventional development institutions. Unlike carbon trading, they 
take into the account the realities of international politics. Crucially, 
unlike carbon trading, they make no bones about the fact that dealing 
with the climate crisis is going to involve democratic political organ-
ising and an uphill political struggle. 

But does dealing with the crisis have to involve democratic political organising? 
Realistically, there may be no time for that. Maybe environmentalists should just 
try to make a quick deal with governments and business to solve the problem.

That’s the working assumption of many carbon trading supporters in 
the North. The idea is that environmentalists should throw their sup-
port behind policies that off er corporations or rich-country govern-
ments the short-term cost savings associated with emissions trading, 
plus property rights in the atmosphere, plus a fl ow of cheap credits 
from carbon projects and new opportunities for investment. In re-
turn, corporations or rich-country governments will back emissions 
cuts while channelling funding and green technology to the South. 

One diffi  culty with this plan is that many corporations have under-
stood from the start that carbon markets are structured in a way that 
will allow them to take the gravy while leaving environmentalists with 
not hing. They know that rent-seeking under the EU ETS or horse-
trading under the UNFCCC will enable them to delay emissions cuts 
indefi nitely (see Chapter 3). They know that carbon trading often takes 
the teeth out of other, existing forms of regulation.42 They know that 
every pollution trading scheme to date has involved rewarding polluters 
with free assets. They know the system can be gamed. They know that 
‘giving carbon a price’ need not be an inducement to structural change, 
especially if they can control that price. And they know that carbon 
‘off set’ projects off er still further opportunities to entrench ‘business as 
usual’. Firms are often delighted when environmentalists support the 
colonialist claim that the global green future lies in an expanded export 
of machinery and expertise from North to South and lose no time in 
setting up mechanisms that allow industry and the World Bank to reap 
new rewards from a parade of methane-burning schemes, large hydro-
electric dams, coal-fi red generating plants and expanded monocultures 
that benefi t the world’s rich while leaving the course of climate change 
untouched. Many polluters like carbon trading not because they think 
it will pay for a just transition to a low-carbon future, but because they 
are convinced it won’t.
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While the refrains ‘there is no alternative’ and ‘it’s too late to turn 
back now’ play in the background, environmentalists following this 
plan are now running through a predictable repertoire of salvage at-
tempts: schemes for ‘certifying’ carbon projects, eff orts to persuade 
governments to auction allowances rather than giving them away, 
toothless complaints about offi  cials’ ‘lack of political will’ to set ad-
equate emissions caps, press releases seizing on small concessions as 
‘major victories’. The more committed environmentalists become to 
this dynamic, and the more they slot themselves into roles as market 
verifi ers, monitors and corporate consultants and trainees, the less 
they’re able to face the extent to which they’ve been snookered. The 
harder it has become, too, to acknowledge that they’ve made political 
alliances with the wrong parties and that in the end, the fi ght against 
global warming has to be part of the larger fi ght for a more just, demo-
cratic and equal world. 

But why should anyone have to choose their allies? Aren’t we all in this  together? 
Global warming is, after all, global. It’s going to hurt everyone. You make it 
seem as if there’s some kind of class war going on. It sounds so ideological.

In climate politics, as in everything else, diff erent sides have diff er-
ent stakes, diff erent vulnerabilities, diff erent backgrounds, diff erent 
commitments, diff erent interests and diff erent kinds of power. That’s 
largely what this special report has been about. For the sake of a vi-
able future, these diff erences need to be explored and understood, not 
ignored. Too often the peremptory exclamation ‘You’re just being 
ideological!’ – like the peremptory question ‘But what’s your alterna-
tive?’ – functions merely to shut down a conversation that needs to be 
continued and expanded.43

I’m still not convinced. In Chapter 3 you made fun of carbon trading by saying 
that it could only function eff ectively and equitably in an ideal world in which 
every political problem had already been solved and every institution trans-
formed virtually into its opposite. Now it seems like you’re saying that the same 
is true for any strategy for contending with global warming.

No. Climate activists who are realistic about politics – and politicians 
who are realistic about climate change – must start from where the 
world is today and contend with the institutions that exist today. That 
means choosing political allies to whom global warming is more than 
just a new threat to or opportunity for profi t and market share, and 
who will have an interest in defending and building the institutions 
capable of coping with it. 

If carbon trading, per impossibile, could be carried out the way its en-
vironmentalist proponents claim to want it to be carried out, it would 
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hold little appeal for the biggest polluting businesses. If it is carried out 
as it is today, then its environmentalist proponents have lost their battle. 
Either way, environmentalists are deceiving themselves if they think 
that carbon trading is going to ‘ jiu-jitsu’ ruling elites into serious action 
on climate change. There are no detours around political organising.

Q. At the talks you give to American audi-
ences, you are often asked the question, 
‘What should I do?’

A. Only by American audiences. I’m never 
asked this in the Third World. When you 
go to Turkey or Colombia or Brazil, they 
don’t ask you ‘What should I do?’ They 
tell you what they’re doing… These are 
poor, oppressed people, living under hor-
rendous conditions, and they would never 
dream of asking you what they should do. 
It’s only in highly privileged cultures like 
ours that people ask this question. We have 
every option open to us, and have none of 
the problems that are faced by intellectu-
als in Turkey, or campesinos in Brazil… But 
 people [in the US] are trained to believe 
that there are easy answers, and it doesn’t 
work that way…  You want a magic key, 
so you can go back to watching television 
tomorrow? It does not exist. Somehow the 
fact of enormous privilege and freedom 
carries with it a sense of impotence, which 

is a strange but striking phenomenon… 
There is no diffi  culty in fi nding and join-
ing groups that are working hard on issues 
that concern you. But that’s not the an-
swer that people want. The real question 
people have, I think, is, ‘What can I do to 
bring about an end to these problems that 
will be quick and easy?’… But that’s not 
the way things work. If you want to make 
changes in the world, you’re going to have 
to be there day after day doing the boring, 
straightforward work of getting a couple 
of people interested in an issue, building 
a slightly better organisation, carrying out 
the next move, experiencing frustration, 
and fi nally getting somewhere… That’s 
how you get rid of slavery, that’s how you 
get women’s rights, that’s how you get the 
vote, that’s how you get protection for 
working people. Every gain you can point 
to came from that kind of eff ort.44

Noam Chomsky, 2005

No Detours around Politics

Indeed, no aspect of the discussion on global warming can be disen-
tangled from debates about colonialism, racism, gender, exploitation 
and the democratic control of technology. What, for example, is to 
be done about the fact that the world – and mainly the rich minority 
– uses the energy equivalent of 400 years of plant growth every year 
thanks to being able to burn the ‘buried sunshine’ of fossil fuels?45 To 
switch enough of the world’s energy production from fossil fuels to 
biomass so as to stabilise atmospheric concentrations of carbon di-
oxide without cutting energy use would require more land than is 
currently used for all of the world’s crops. To switch enough energy 
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production from fossil fuels to centralised production of wind power 
without cutting energy use would require devoting a parcel of 210 
million hectares, or a land area bigger than Mexico, to wind turbines; 
converting entirely to solar would mean covering an area of 14 mil-
lion hectares, the size of Bangladesh or Greece, with solar panels.46 
Yet to resort to nuclear power would be disastrous for global security 
and disastrous for future generations. There’s no way around it: fos-
sil fuels or not, keeping the rich supplied with the same amount of 
energy they use now implies resource takeovers with deep colonialist 
and anti-democratic implications. 

But by the same token, surviving global warming is not only a political problem 
but also a technical problem, no?

Of course. The real diffi  culties, however, as experts from all sides of the 
political spectrum tend to agree, are more political than technical. 

So we don’t need a technological revolution to deal with the issue?

No. A wealth of studies have already traced out, in some theoretical 
detail, enforceable pathways that industrialised countries can take to-
wards a non-colonialist, safe and convivial non-fossil future – path-
ways that neither require nor would benefi t from emissions trading.

In the US, for example, Amory Lovins and his colleagues at the 
Rocky Mountain Institute have charted a non-nuclear ‘roadmap for 
getting the United States completely, attractively, and profi tably off  
oil’ while creating jobs, improving security and rebalancing trade, 
featuring effi  ciency, biofuels, saved natural gas, and, optionally, hydro-
gen.47 Lovins’ proposals rely on a suite of government policies that 
would allow more decentralised power generation; cut fossil-fuel 
subsidies; decouple profi ts from utility electricity sales; let utilities 
profi t from customers’ lowered energy use; tax aviation, driving and 
petrol; impose a tax on ineffi  cient products while giving rebates for 
effi  cient ones; encourage ‘smart growth’; promote research and de-
velopment; provide information about available effi  ciency improve-
ments; invest in energy supply infrastructure and greener equipment; 
and help retrain workers for lower-carbon commerce. Systems analyst 
Gar Lipow reckons that in 30 years the US could phase out fossil fuels 
entirely, at an annual cost of less than a third of the country’s current 
military budget, or less than the tax breaks given to the very rich over 
the past 40 years: ‘it is a myth that global warming is a technical rather 
than a political problem’.48

In Europe, Friends of the Earth England, Wales and Northern Ireland 
has documented how a 48-71 per cent reduction in carbon dioxide 
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Enormous reserves of common sense and 
ingenuity worldwide are awaiting proper 
opportunities to be tapped in the service 
of minimising and coping with climate 
change.

The great bulk of this shrewdness and in-
ventiveness is of course to be found in the 
ordinary people of the South. But in the 
North as well, huge potential is waiting to 
be unblocked. 

In the US, opportunities for effi  ciency 
abound that can ‘pay for themselves in an 
extremely short time’,51 provided that gov-
ernment does not shy away from regula-
tion. These include control systems that 
reduce energy consumption in irrigation 
systems by up to 99 per cent,   super- adobe 
construction,52 houses and commercial 
buildings that save up to 90 per cent of 
heating and cooling costs, ultra-light rail, 
and so on. The Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change estimates that if good 
design and insulation were extended glob-
ally, greenhouse gas emissions could be cut 
by up to 40 per cent.53

Zero-carbon housing is already up and 
running in the UK and Germany. Wok-
ing Borough Council near London has re-

duced carbon emissions in council build-
ings and properties by over 77 per cent 
since 1990 through more localised power 
sources, fi nanced by energy effi  ciency sav-
ings. Architects Atelier Ten have designed 
a way of keeping buildings cool without 
air conditioning, using a termite mound as 
their model.54 Even the big corporate sector 
is waiting its chance. In Britain, 74 com-
panies’ emissions reduction eff orts have al-
ready yielded usd 11.9 billion in gross sav-
ings, largely from effi  ciency.55

Technological change can be swift,  given 
the right context. During the Second 
World War, it took US car manufacturers 
only six months to convert to military pro-
duction, and the country took only 12 years 
to switch from steam to diesel/electric loco-
motives and from uncontrolled automo-
tive emissions to catalytic conversers. Dur-
ing 1975-2000, the US used 3.43 per cent 
less water per year per dollar of GDP, and, 
during 1977-85, helped by regulation, made 
very rapid oil and energy savings. Thanks 
in part to building and appliance effi  ciency 
standards, per capita electricity use in Cali-
fornia has remained virtually fl at since the 
mid-1970s, while it has risen by more than 
half in the rest of the US.56 

Waiting their Chance

emissions could be achieved in the UK by 2020 in the all-important 
electricity sector, without any new nuclear power or geo-sequestra-
tion, and with a decline in the use of natural gas.49 As noted in Chap-
ter 3, consultant Roger Levett estimates that fuel use in the UK could 
be cut by 87 per cent and carbon-based fuels eliminated altogether 
using existing technologies. Levett points out that ‘near-zero car-
bon’ housing is possible now, without any new technological break-
throughs, together with a 90 per cent reduction in automobile carbon 
pollution and improvement in the quality of life – provided that the 
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state undertakes planning and regulation to help establish new ‘virtu-
ous circles’ including community restructuring, better public trans-
port and higher vehicle occupancy.50 

Markets, states and freedoms
I’m still suspicious of all this talk about government action. Economists and 
political leaders, particularly in the Anglo-American world, like to say that 
markets promote freedom and choice while state regulation amounts to ‘com-
mand and control’. Some Northern environmentalists even claim that to criti-
cise the carbon market is to embrace coercion and ‘totalitarianism’. What do 
you say to that?

Merely that it refl ects another serious loss of perspective and a lack 
of acquaintance with life outside the economics classroom. Turning 
things into commodities has always made possible some freedoms 
only by precluding others. During the Industrial Revolution in Eu-
rope, many people gained the freedom to move around and sell their 
labour but lost the freedom to raise their animals on the commons. 
Today, pension fund managers have the freedom to shunt massive 
investments from country to country with one or two clicks on a 
computer mouse, while the citizens of those countries may not have a 
choice of aff ordable medicines. Similarly, having the option of driv-
ing wherever you want to go can preclude having the choice of get-
ting access to amenities without a car, and eliminates the choice of 
keeping urban areas distinct from rural areas.57 It may also narrow 
the choices of ordinary people in the Niger delta or herders along the 
Chad-Cameroon oil pipeline. As Michael Jacobs quips, the market 
is not always Adam Smith’s ‘invisible hand’ but often an ‘invisible 
 elbow’ instead. The question always needs to be asked: Whose choices
are we talking about, and which ones?

Markets transform and centralise coercion in certain ways; they do 
not get rid of it.58 Every market is suff used with ‘command and con-
trol’: policing of property and contracts; foreclosure; dispossession; 
surveillance; registration; standards; bureaucracy. Every market, too, 
entrenches the historical ‘command and control’ that was used to 
establish its physical infrastructure and price-setting or bargaining 
systems, whether those controls were exercised through law or brute 
force.59 The other side of the coin is that regulation’s constraint of 
consumer choices, together with multiple, systemic investments in 
public works, can often expand the range of other choices available to 
people and their freedom to enjoy public goods.60 

Similarly for climate change. The Kyoto Protocol and other trading-
oriented approaches limit present and future choices in far-reaching 
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ways – many of which have been explored at length in this special re-
port – at the same time they open up new opportunities for big busi-
ness. Approaches stressing the sort of structural change that trading 
can’t achieve, meanwhile, feature other kinds of restraint, distributed 
among other groups, but also other kinds of freedom. As the late 
Ivan Illich observed nearly 35 years ago, a low energy policy allows 
for a wide choice of ways of life. If, on the other hand, ‘a society opts 
for high energy consumption, its social relations must be dictated by 
technocracy and will be equally distasteful whether labeled capitalist 
or socialist’.61  

You’ve made a great deal of the hazards of turning over control over the atmos-
phere to business through carbon markets. But isn’t it just as dangerous to turn 
over control of the atmosphere to governments? Governments are often poor stew-
ards of the public interest. They dispose of common assets below market value, 
ensure that their distribution makes the rich richer and the poor poorer, use the 
proceeds for private gain, and so forth. Look at the way governments hand out 
commercial concessions or indigenous peoples’ lands. In addition, even if it’s true 
that carbon markets allow corporations to seek gigantic unearned rents, surely 
more conventional forms of regulation give them similar openings to ‘capture’ the 
regulatory apparatus,62 or infl uence legislators voting on tax laws. So what’s the 
diff erence? You distrust market incentives and market forces, but do you really 
think there are such things as benign, omniscient governments, and that they are 
capable of solving the climate crisis? And if not, how are you going to organise so 
as to bring about the kinds of government action you describe?

That’s a useful question. But let’s start by challenging the dichot omy 
between ‘market mechanisms’ and ‘government regulation’ that it 
implies. Carbon markets themselves are a complicated new form of 
government regulation. As Karl Polanyi would have been the fi rst to 
point out, they require what he called an ‘enormous increase in con-
tinuous, centrally-organised and controlled interventionism’ and ‘de-
liberate state action’ (see Chapter 3). They expand the power over the 
atmosphere not only of business but also, necessarily, of state agencies. 
They are no more neutral, technical ‘instruments’ for attaining exter-
nal, political goals than the state itself is.

Anybody worried about the powers, clumsiness and corruptibility of 
the state and its regulators – and who isn’t? – accordingly ought to be 
worried about carbon markets for the same reasons. The diff erence 
is that, with carbon markets, there are a lot of additional reasons for 
concern. As Chapter 3 has detailed, carbon trading, in addition to 
granting large corporate polluters new powers over the earth’s eco-
systems, introduces so many further complications, centralised con-
trols, and opportunities for fraud that it makes democratic scrutiny 
and oversight virtually impossible.
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What is required is for the political support behind some of the move-
ments and approaches mentioned above to be deepened, extended 
and encouraged, not to be undermined and overshadowed by a set of 
little-tried, regressive gimmicks destined to fail in any case.

Who said anything about overshadowing? I’m not against any of the activities 
you mention. I acknowledge the importance of public investment. I know regu-
lation and taxes are necessary. I can understand the central role of commons re-
gimes, of greater self-suffi  ciency and all sorts of local initiatives. But isn’t there 
a role for carbon trading in supplementing and supporting all these approaches? 
Trading is the wave, not the water. It’s merely one part of what will make a 
global climate regime work. Let a hundred fl owers bloom! 

Let’s review the situation. Since 1997 or so, carbon trading has come 
to usurp the great bulk of the UN’s work on climate change, with 
experts, diplomats and politicians devoting endless hours to trying to 
work out the insoluble complexities of a system that in the end func-
tions primarily to shore up fossil fuel dependence. Carbon trading 
rewards the worst polluters with huge free public assets, depriving 
climate-friendlier enterprises of both money and human brain power. 
Carbon trading undermines the impetus for regulation, taxation and 
reduced consumption in countries such as the UK, Sweden and the 
US; slows innovation in both North and South; provides greenwash 
for climate-unfriendly practices such as coal mining, industrial tree 
plantations and large hydroelectric dams; and hogs the time of South-
ern civil servants who could be far more benefi cially engaged. Per-
haps most important, carbon trading mainly benefi ts and empowers 
precisely those institutions most active in blocking and interfering 
with low-carbon lifeways and climate-friendly industrial change. 

Take, for instance, one of the biggest players in the carbon market, 
the World Bank. The Bank itself admits that ‘renewable energy tech-
nologies – wind, mini-hydro, and biomass-electric – are the least-
cost option…for off -grid electrifi cation’63 of the sort needed by many 
of the world’s 1.6 billion people who do not have access to electri-
city, as well as being crucial to climate change mitigation. As noted 
in Chapter 1, the Bank’s own internally-commissioned Extractive 
Industries Review recommended that it get out of coal immediately 
and get out of oil by 2008. Yet the institution continues to champion 
large-scale, centralised fossil-fuel projects at the expense of renewable 
energy – the Chad-Cameroon pipeline, the Baku-Ceyhan pipeline 
and many others.64 Eighty-two per cent of its oil projects are for ex-
port to the North. Its carbon credit portfolio extends the life of fossil-
heavy technologies in the North while providing only derisory sup-
port for climate-friendly initiatives in the South. The Bank’s top two 
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energy - loan benefi ciaries are oil contractor Halliburton and oil com-
pany Shell; number fi ve is Exxon-Mobil and number 12 is Enron.65 
The main victims of the Bank’s infrastructure and market-fi rst pol-
icies, on the other hand, are ordinary people with low-carbon liveli-
hoods – who often achieve their results in the teeth of the institutions 
that support trading – as well as the commons that support them.66 

Carbon trading’s main private sector benefi ciaries, whether oil compa-
nies, plantation fi rms, or electric utilities, share a similar orientation. 
By their own admission, private banks involved in carbon trading ‘can’t 
deal with communities’, while brokers point out again and again that 
‘the carbon market doesn’t care about sustainable development’. In ad-
dition, a global carbon credit market divides commu n ities from each 
other in a way that impedes, rather than helps, the search for common 
solutions. Villagers near a carbon project in Chile are unlikely ever to 
see fi rsthand how the project’s credits might help perpetuate pollution 
in Japan, drown villages in Bangladesh, or keep motorways clogged in 
Canada. Well-off  buyers of ‘off sets’ from wind farms in New Zealand 
are unlikely to investigate what might link their ‘green’ purchases to 
the havoc wreaked by pipelines pushed through Nigeria or Alaska.

In what ways, then, does carbon trading ‘supplement’ or ‘support’ 
other approaches to climate change? If carbon trading isn’t under-
mining and overshadowing genuine solutions to climate change, it’s 
hard to imagine what would.67 

All right, but does that necessarily have to be the case? After all, mightn’t car-
bon trading be helpful in fi nancing a just transition to a non-fossil future?

How?

Well, fi rst of all, suppose – just suppose – that Northern governments could be 
forced by popular pressure to auction off  tradable allowances instead of giving 
them away free to business. Couldn’t the revenues be used to support the most 
vulnerable sections of society through the transition to a non-fossil economy?

Maybe. But just as the question arises of who gave European Union 
governments the right to give away so much of the earth’s carbon-
cycling capacity to some of their largest corporations under the EU 
ETS, so too does the question of who would give governments the 
right to auction it. 

There are also a lot of other possible sources of support for the vul-
nerable during that transition. For example, part of the subsidies now 
being given to fossil fuel development could be put towards a just 
transition. The need to support the fuel-poor and retrain the jobless 
is hardly by itself an argument for carbon trading.
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What about the international level? If global warming is to be addressed, the 
North is going to have to pay the South not to use fossil fuels. Not only is the 
North in debt to the South for centuries of ecological and social appropriation; 
it also needs to help out for the sake of its own future. Who’s going to put up 
the cash for this if not Northern carbon credit buyers?

Are you suggesting that the Clean Development Mechanism is help-
ing to ‘decarbonise’ either the North or the South? Chapters 3 and 4 
have shown that that’s not going to happen.

OK, but maybe something like the CDM could provide the necessary funds. 

What exactly would something like the CDM be? Again, let’s review 
the situation. In today’s international carbon project credit market, 
the Northern polluters who are supposedly paying for ‘green devel-
opment’ in the South are in fact getting paid themselves. They get to 
continue using fossil fuels at a bargain price. And they get to profi t 
from exporting goods and expertise to enterprises most of whose con-
tribution to alleviating climate change is, to put it charitably, ques-
tionable. Instead of supporting community-driven renewable energy 
projects, for example, coal, oil and hydrofl uorocarbon corporations 
are making money from end-of-pipe technologies that they develop 
themselves. If the North is genuinely interested in paying for a re-
newable future in the South, that’s hardly the way to go about it.

But suppose you had a rule, as the Centre for Science and Environment proposed 
back in 1998, that no CDM trade could take place that did not involve a ‘tran-
sition to the use of non-carbon or biomass energy sources’.68 That could create a 
huge market for solar energy and other renewable technologies in the South. 

To what extent could a mechanism like the CDM ever involve a transi-
tion away from carbon-based energy? Remember the basic principle of 
the CDM market: fi nance goes to projects only at the cost of licensing 
and supporting continued extraction and use of fossil fuels elsewhere. 
Nor have eight years of environmentalist pleading resulted in much 
demand for renewable energy projects from CDM credit buyers. These 
are not projects this market supports (see Chapters 3 and 4).

That’s not to say that the ideal of global equity, reparations and fund-
ing for renewable technology isn’t important. But it’s not going to be 
achieved through trading; nor by elite institutions that have played 
such a large part in the stupendous widening of the gap between rich 
and poor over the past 50 years,69 such as the World Bank. Eff ective 
reparations and a transition away from fossil fuels will have to be 
achieved through a broader-based political struggle, not an elite-to-
elite commercial deal. 
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‘Never before have the limits of the cur-
rent development model based on hydro-
carbons been so clear or close.

‘Never before has the relationship between 
oil and the networks of power that control 
the world been so clearly understood, nor 
have the relationships between oil and the 
main causes of misery that aff ect humanity 
been so evident…

‘For the Southern part of the world, the oil 
model has meant the perpetuation of in-
equitable exchange, technological depend-
ence, indebtedness, and impoverishment. 
The ecological debt between North and 
South, which began during the colonial 
years, rose with unequal economic and eco-
logical exchange.

‘We have accepted separately each one of 
these aggressions. Or worse still, fought 
among ourselves: inhabitants of one coun-
try fi ghting against another, oil workers 
against indigenous communities, people 
from the North against those from the 
South, the poor of the cities against indi-
genous and peasant peoples, those ill from 

consumption against pacifi sts, those that 
propose against those that criticize… And 
the list goes on and on.

‘What are the organizations and networks 
with whom we can start a positive collabo-
ration in the fi ght against the oil civiliza-
tion? What are the social, local and global 
movements that cannot be ignored in our 
eff orts? What are the international agree-
ments and programs that can best help us 
in this process? What are the new initia-
tives that we could and should devise?

‘To answer these and other needs, Oil-
watch is inviting sympathetic networks 
to initiate a joint dialogue on our strug-
gles and launch a global campaign against 
a civilization based on oil.

‘We invite you to share your opinions, 
comments, suggestions and ideas, to build 
a new path together…where we can refl ect 
each and every one of our struggles. This 
way, each and every one of our battles will 
gain a new dimension.’70

Oilwatch, 16 September 2005

From an Open Letter by Oilwatch

What institutions could conceivably play a part? There are no pat 
answers, but the question needs to be raised before going too far with 
proposals for paying ecological debt or funding a non-fossil transition 
in the South. 

In the meantime, it might be useful to keep in mind how strange the 
demand is that the North make up for its historical overuse of the 
earth’s carbon-cycling capacity by paying for clean development in the 
South, at a time when few moves are being made to curb that overuse. 
It’s a little like demanding reparations for slavery without abolishing 
slavery. The demand is incontestably legitimate, but it  raises the ques-
tion of whether the problem is being addressed at its root.
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All right, but I’m still troubled by the feeling that the various non-trading ap-
proaches for structural change that you mention aren’t – well – global enough. 
Don’t global problems such as global warming need global solutions? The ‘al-
ternatives’ I really want to see are global alternatives, not the hotchpotch of 
 local, regional, and national institutions, movements and initiatives you seem 
to have been talking about so far. Global warming is not going to be stopped by 
an uncoordinated and piecemeal attack, but only by a global regime.

What do you mean by global? In what sense is the Kyoto Protocol, 
say, global? In what sense are movements supporting local forest com-
mons, say, not global?

The distinguished political journalist Neal Ascherson once referred 
to what he called the ‘dumbbell world’ in which Anglo-American 
foreign policy was most intensively discussed and defi ned. One end 
of the dumbbell, in Ascherson’s whimsical vision, consisted of a cir-
cle enclosing a few government offi  ces, posh neighbourhoods and 
airports in London. The other consisted of a circle enclosing a few 
government offi  ces, well-off  neighbourhoods and airports in Wash-
ington. The two were linked by the contrails of jets fl ying back and 
forth across the Atlantic. 

Often, what people refer to when they use the word ‘global’ is some-
thing like Ascherson’s ‘dumbbell world’ – a diplomatic and political 
community residing in very thin but very long habitats consisting of 
buildings and luxury homes in capital cities around the world, to-
gether with the reclining seats on the jet aircraft that link them. 

What makes this community and what it does global? Its interests 
are neither universal nor neutral, but particular to the group. The 
language it speaks is not a global language spoken by everyone, but 
merely the provincial dialect of UN offi  ces, state documents and neo-
classical economics; and its institutions are local institutions like all 
other local institutions. Like some other communities, this commu-
nity does have some frightening powers and friends, and some useful 
powers and friends. There are certain valuable things it can do; the 
Montreal Protocol on the ozone layer is perhaps one example. But 
its territory, while very long, is also very thin, and the community’s 
understanding of and infl uence over an issue as complex and intercul-
tural as climate change is limited, even when it is able to organise its 
own members around something like the Kyoto Protocol. 

Any approaches to climate change that are ‘globally eff ective’ are go-
ing to have to be organised, fairly independently, in a great many 
communities outside the ‘dumbbell world’. That means treating the 
‘hotchpotch’ of local, national and regional initiatives with a good 
deal of respect. The question ‘What’s your alternative?’ must always 
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be answered in the fi rst instance with another question: ‘Alternative 
for whom?’ The alternative that a denizen of the ‘dumbbell world’ is 
looking for may not be the one that a corporate executive is likely to 
accept – nor a villager in India. 

Defi ning the climate crisis, in good ‘dumbbell world’ fashion, as a 
problem to be solved through indefi nite capital accumulation, state 
subsidies for large corporations and consultants, transnational capi-
tal fl ows, international trade and national ‘development’, makes it 
almost impossible to connect top-down emissions targets with sup-
port for eff ective actions at the local level. It also tends to threaten 
the reserves of fl exibility many communities will need to preserve 
in order to adapt to the degree of climate change that is already in-
evitable. As researcher R.W. Kates puts it: ‘If the global poor are to 
adapt to global change, it will be critical to focus on poor people and 
not on poor countries as does the prevailing North-South dialogue. 
The interests of the poor are not always the same as the interests of 
poor countries, since in the interests of “development”, the poor may 
grow poorer.’71

Anthropologist and development specialist Michael Thompson and 
his colleagues put it in slightly diff erent terms: ‘…the only frame-
works that can tell you anything about the likely effi  cacy of a policy 
are those at the most local level… What is needed is…an approach 
that places the “mere details”…at the very centre of the stage and rele-
gates to the wings the alarm bell-ringers and their immaculate pre-
scriptions…’72 

Conclusion: decentring climate politics
Radical university scholars are sometimes ridiculed for the funny 
words they use. But behind some of their words lurk useful ideas. 
One such word is ‘decentring’. 

The old standard elite university curricula, many radical academics 
say, should perhaps not be thrown out, but rather ‘decentred’: mod-
ifi ed and expanded to include suppressed voices and achievements. 
Traditional fi elds of study should not be abandoned, but supplement-
ed and opened up to critique from outsiders with diff erent stakes in 
the issues, in the way Indian thinkers have been able to ‘digest’ co-
lonialism,73 Colombian peasants to rework early European economic 
thinking for their own purposes74 and feminists to get under the skin 
of the biases shaping the work of a Locke or Malthus. 

This is perhaps the way that the climate change literature now spill-
ing onto the pages of newspapers worldwide has to be thought about. 
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Insofar as this literature has been digested only by people of a single 
social background, it has inspired only limited – and sometimes self-
contradictory – political thinking. Its shocking conclusions have led 
all too often merely to empty calls for political leaders to ‘do some-
thing’ or to the technical and market fi xes that have been the subject 
of this special report.

The results are often as disturbing as the climate crisis itself. Con-
fronted by climatologists’ observations, for example, James Lovelock, 
the renowned scientist who created the concept of Gaia, the self-
 regulating Earth, has advocated nuclear power as a way of saving ‘our’ 
electricity. Urging his readers to prepare for future climatic surprises 
in the same way that ‘travellers from the north’ take anti-malarial 
drugs before going to the ‘tropical south’ or ‘check how the local 
war is progressing’ before going to the Middle East, Lovelock con-
cludes that a ‘small permanent group of strategists’ unswayed by the 
‘noisy media and special interest lobbies’ is needed in order to ‘act fast 
enough for an eff ective defence against Gaia’.75 

It would be easy to dismiss Lovelock for his advocacy of dictatorship, 
for his nuclear enthusiasms, or for the staggering if unconscious racism 
that sees confl ict in the Middle East – host to bands of colonialists and 
imperialists since long before Standard Oil made its fi rst deals in the 
region – as a matter of ‘local’ wars. But other fi gures with similar back-
grounds and institutional loyalties draw similarly narrow and danger-
ous conclusions from their understanding of the crisis. Robert Watson, 
the ozone specialist who, with admirable devotion, helped organise 
scientists worldwide around a consensus emphasising the seriousness 
of climate change while deftly countering George W. Bush’s climate 
misinformation campaign, now works to undermine renewable energy 
by defending an expansion of the ‘clean coal’ industry from his post at 
the World Bank.76 The IPCC, the source of the canonical summaries 
of climatic trends, generally bypasses serious study of the social roots 
of the crisis in favour of economic modelling and rubber stamps for 
carbon trading. Sir Crispin Tickell, who early on raised consciousness 
with moving essays on global warming, now sits on the board of a car-
bon ‘off set’ fi rm, Climate Care. Despairing of the possibility of keeping 
fossil fuels in the ground, Paul Crutzen, one of atmospheric science’s 
elder statesmen, now advocates using balloons or artillery shells to sow 
sulphur dioxide particles into the stratos phere to refl ect sunlight and 
slow down the planet’s warming.77

Every individual showing concern over the climate crisis deserves re-
spect. But respect also involves acknowledging that diff erent people 
have diff erent backgrounds, loyalties and understandings. The notion 
that the ideas of a Lovelock, a Watson or an IPCC should go uninter-
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rogated by Indian villagers, Peruvian fi sherfolk, or poor communities 
across the fence from Louisiana oil refi neries is simply irrational. Such 
ideas need to be evaluated by people who know from experience 
what commodifi cation of land, water and air mean to the poor, what 
the eff ects of nuclear contamination are, and how the World Bank’s 
climate policy works on the ground – and who have their own in-
terests and are evolving their own contributions toward dealing with 
the crisis. The initiatives of organisations and networks such as Oil-
watch, Palang Thai, Platform, Friends of the Earth, the Centre for 
Science and Environment, Rising Tide, the New Economics Foun-
dation, the Durban Group for Climate Justice and tens of thousands 
of other groups, many of them located at the grassroots in both South 
and North, already go far beyond the default thinking of global elites. 
But work on climate change and the search for ways out of the crisis 
can’t be carried forward fruitfully without an even more thorough-
going decentring of the debate. 

Any study of ‘alternatives’ must begin with this truth – not with a 
call for yet more formulas to feed to, and nourish, the institutions 
that bear so much of the responsibility for the climate crisis and many 
 others. This special report has been a modest plea for greater under-
standing of that truth.
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Appendix

Climate Justice Now!
The Durban Declaration 
on Carbon Trading

As representatives of people’s movements and independent organisa-
tions, we reject the claim that carbon trading will halt the climate 
crisis. This crisis has been caused more than anything else by the 
mining of fossil fuels and the release of their carbon to the oceans, 
air, soil and living things. This excessive burning of fossil fuels is now 
jeopardising Earth’s ability to maintain a liveable climate.

Governments, export credit agencies, corporations and international 
fi nancial institutions continue to support and fi nance fossil fuel ex-
ploration, extraction and other activities that worsen global warming, 
such as forest degradation and destruction on a massive scale, while 
dedicating only token sums to renewable energy. It is particularly dis-
turbing that the World Bank has recently defi ed the recommendation 
of its own Extractive Industries Review which calls for the phasing 
out of World Bank fi nancing for coal, oil and gas extraction.

We denounce the further delays in ending fossil fuel extraction that 
are being caused by corporate, government and United Nations’ at-
tempts to construct a “carbon market”, including a market trading in 
“carbon sinks”. 

History has seen attempts to commodify land, food, labour, forests, 
water, genes and ideas. Carbon trading follows in the footsteps of this 
history and turns the earth’s carbon-cycling capacity into property to 
be bought or sold in a global market. Through this process of creating 
a new commodity – carbon – the Earth’s ability and capacity to sup-
port a climate conducive to life and human societies is now passing 
into the same corporate hands that are destroying the climate.

People around the world need to be made aware of this commodifi ca-
tion and privatization and actively intervene to ensure the protection 
of the Earth’s climate.

Carbon trading will not contribute to achieving this protection of the 
Earth’s climate. It is a false solution which entrenches and magnifi es 
social inequalities in many ways:
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• The carbon market creates transferable rights to dump carbon in 
the air, oceans, soil and vegetation far in excess of the capacity of 
these systems to hold it. Billions of dollars worth of these rights 
are to be awarded free of charge to the biggest corporate emitters 
of greenhouse gases in the electric power, iron and steel, cement, 
pulp and paper, and other sectors in industrialised nations who 
have caused the climate crisis and already exploit these systems the 
most. Costs of future reductions in fossil fuel use are likely to fall 
disproportionately on the public sector, communities, indigenous 
peoples and individual taxpayers.

• The Kyoto Protocol’s Clean Development Mechanism (CDM), as 
well as many private sector trading schemes, encourage industr-
ialised countries and their corporations to fi nance or create cheap 
carbon dumps such as large-scale tree plantations in the South as 
a lucrative alternative to reducing emissions in the North. Other 
CDM projects, such as hydrochlorofl uorocarbons (HCFC) reduc-
tion schemes, focus on end-of pipe technologies and thus do noth-
ing to reduce the impact of fossil fuel industries’ impacts on local 
communities. In addition, these projects dwarf the tiny volume of 
renewable energy projects which constitute the CDM’s sustainable 
development window-dressing.

• Impacts from fossil-fuel industries and other greenhouse-gas 
producing industries such as displacement, pollution, or climate 
change, are already disproportionately felt by small island states, 
coastal peoples, indigenous peoples, local communities, fi sherfolk, 
women, youth, poor people, elderly and marginalized communi-
ties. CDM projects intensify these impacts in several ways. First, 
they sanction continued exploration for, and extraction refi ning 
and burning of fossil fuels. Second, by providing fi nance for pri-
vate sector projects such as industrial tree plantations, they appro-
priate land, water and air already supporting the lives and liveli-
hoods of local communities for new carbon dumps for Northern 
industries.

• The refusal to phase out the use of coal, oil and gas, which is fur-
ther entrenched by carbon trading, is also causing more and more 
military confl icts around the world, magnifying social and envi-
ronmental injustice. This in turn diverts vast resources to military 
budget which could otherwise be utilized to support economies 
based on renewable energies an energy effi  ciency.
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In addition to these injustices, the internal weaknesses and contra-
dictions of carbon trading are in fact likely to make global warming 
worse rather than “mitigate” it. CDM projects, for instance, cannot 
be verifi ed to be “neutralizing” any given quantity of fossil fuel ex-
traction and burning. Their claim to be able to do so is increasingly 
dangerous because it creates the illusion that consumption and pro-
duction patterns, particularly in the North, can be maintained with-
out arming the climate.

In addition, because of the verifi cation problem, as well as a lack 
of credible regulation, no one in the CDM market is likely to be 
sure what they are buying. Without a viable commodity to trade, the 
CDM market and similar private sector trading schemes are a total 
waste of time when the world has a critical climate crisis to address.

In an absurd contradiction the World Bank facilitates these false, mar-
ket-based approaches to climate change through its Prototype Car-
bon Fund, the BioCarbon Fund and the Community Development 
Carbon Fund at the same time it is promoting, on a far greater scale, 
the continued exploration for, and extraction and burning of fossil fu-
els – many of which are to ensure increased emissions of the North.

In conclusion, ‘giving carbon a price’ will not prove to be any more 
eff ective, democratic, or conducive to human welfare, than giving 
genes, forests, biodiversity or clean rivers a price. 

We reaffi  rm that drastic reductions in emissions from fossil fuel use 
are a pre-requisite if we are to avert the climate crisis. We affi  rm our 
responsibility to coming generations to seek real solutions that are vi-
able and truly sustainable and that do not sacrifi ce marginalized com-
munities.

We therefore commit ourselves to help build a global grassroots move-
ment for climate justice, mobilize communities around the world and 
pledge our solidarity with people opposing carbon trading on the 
ground.

Signed 10 October 2004
Glenmore Centre, Durban, South Africa
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Durban meeting signatories
Carbon Trade Watch
Indigenous Environmental Network
Climate & Development Initiatives, Uganda
Coecoceiba-Amigos de la Tierra, Costa Rica
CORE Centre for Organisation Research &
Education, Manipur, India
Delhi Forum, India
Earthlife Africa (ELA) eThekwini Branch, South
Africa
FERN, EU
FASE-ES/Green Desert Network Brazil 2
Global Justice Ecology Project, USA
groundwork, South Africa
National Forum of Forest People And Forest
Workers(NFFPFW), India
Patrick Bond, Professor, University of
KwaZulu Natal School of Development
Studies, South Africa
O le Siosiomaga Society, Samoa
South Durban Community Alliance (SDCEA),
South Africa
Sustainable Energy & Economy Network, USA
The Corner House, UK
Timberwatch Coalition, South Africa
World Rainforest Movement, Uruguay

and, at the time of printing this report, 289 other organisations and 
individuals.

To sign on to this declaration please 
send an email to info@fern.org or visit www.sinkswatch.org






