I » Introduction

The headlines tell the story. ‘Billions wasted
on UN climate programme’.’ ‘“Truth about
Kyoto: huge profits, little carbon saved’.?
‘UN effort to curtail emissions in turmoil’}
‘The Carbon Folly: Policymakers’ Favou-
rite Global Warming Fix Isn’t Working’.+
‘European Union’s efforts to tackle climate
change a failure’s “The great carbon credit
con: Why are we paying the Third World to
poison its environment?”

Behind these headlines lies a tale of the
growing failure of the main tool that gov-
ernments, financial institutions and cor-
porations have adopted to address climate
change. This is carbon trading — a multi-
billion dollar scheme whose basic premise is
that polluters can pay someone else to clean

up their mess so that they don’t have to.
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This issue of Critical Currents examines what
carbon trading is and why it was adopted in
the first place. It tells the story of how, from
its global beginnings as part of the Kyoto
Protocol in 1997, carbon trading has failed
to change the way we acquire and use ener-
gy, while short-circuiting demands for the
fundamental reforms needed. In the process,
it has rewarded polluters for continued pol-
lution while at the same time causing social
and environmental injustice.

Carbon Trading — How it works and why it fails 7
























Carbon trading is aimed at the wrong target.
It is not directed at reorganising industrial
societies’ energy, transport and housing sys-
tems — starting today — so that they don’t
need coal, oil and gas. It is not contributing
to the de-industrialisation of agriculture or
the protection of forests through the recog-
nition of local and Indigenous Peoples’ ten-
ure rights or food sovereignty. Instead, it is
organised around keeping the wheels on the
fossil fuel industry for as long as possible.
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